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I was branded as a tramp, tart, slut, whore, bimbo,  

and, of course, that woman . . . When this happened  

to me seventeen years ago, there was no name for it.  

Now we call it cyberbullying and online harassment.

—Monica Lewinsky
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Note on the Text

When available, the author has opted to use the most accessible transla-
tions of texts, modified as necessary, rather than using their own trans-
lations. Likewise, rather than presenting the full original-language texts, 
relevant terms and phrases have been transliterated when deemed perti-
nent to the argument or for added critical nuance. These choices have been 
done both in keeping with the Press’s preferred practices, as well as to en-
hance the text’s readability without impinging on its critical use by both 
the expert and novice reader. References are provided for the editions of 
original-language texts, understanding that the majority of these are acces-
sible via open-access resources or databases, such as the Thesaurus Linguae 
Graecae (TLG). In the rare instances where a text has been culled from an 
unpublished (or merely-digitized) manuscript, the full text is reproduced, 
transliterated.
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Introduction

At the turn of the seventh century, an anonymous author from 
Palestine narrated the encounter of the monk Zosimas with the ascetic 
Mary of Egypt.1 This Mary was a sexually promiscuous woman in Alexan-
dria who escaped into the desert to find liberation from her lust and temp-
tations. Earlier sources, however, had described her as a devout woman 
fleeing the advances of men. The earliest version of her life, from the sixth 
century, depicts her as a cantor in the Church of the Resurrection in Jeru-
salem who removed herself from urban life to avoid leading several men, 
who were infatuated with her, into sin.2 A similar tale is recounted around 
the turn of the seventh century, describing an unnamed nun from Jeru-
salem who fled into the desert because a young man had become desirous 
of her.3 In both these cases, Mary isolates herself simply to protect lustful 
men from sinning—and, as the authors imply, to protect herself from be-
ing raped by them.

The Palestinian Life of Mary of Egypt, which would become the standard 
account, alters these narratives. Here, the departure is from her own pro-
miscuous life, sparked by her miraculous conversion at the Holy Sepulcher. 
After this conversion and wishing to purge herself of her crazed desires for 
the most debased sex, Mary isolates herself. In other words, her life story 
shifts from that of a pious woman sacrificing herself in order to shelter and 
protect erring men to that of an exuberantly lustful woman from whom 
men need protection.

When Zosimas encountered her, Mary had already spent seventeen years 
in the Egyptian desert. Her figure was significantly altered by deprivation 
and the elements: the author describes her as a naked figure with short 
white hair, like that of an elderly man, and says that her “body was black, as 
if tanned by the scorching of the sun.” 4 Then, the author has her narrate her 
past for the reader. Filling the text with lurid details, Mary voices her vora-
cious lust, describes how she raped many men, and again stresses her com-
plete bodily transformation through harsh ascetic practices.
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What can the story of Mary of Egypt tell us about the ways in which 
gender, sexuality, and race were construed across Byzantium? My aim in 
this book is to look at how stories give us a glimpse into the intersectional-
ity of identity in the medieval world, exploring how these various catego-
ries overlap with one another—not as distinct identities but as enmeshed 
conditions that radically alter the lives of figures, both real and imagined. 
In this introduction, I open my investigation by tracing how these identi-
ties are at play with each other in the story of Mary of Egypt. Here, I focus 
on two main strands of intersection that permeate this book: first, nonnor-
mative sexual practices and sexual consent; second, transmasculine gender 
presentation and constructions of race based on skin color. In the specific 
case of Mary of Egypt, we see a literary subject whose identity is not defined 
by any one of these factors alone but who embodies their intersectionality 
and the unique conditions of oppression and marginalization. Here, as I do 
in approaching other figures in this book, I treat Mary of Egypt both as an 
author’s problematic construction and as a potential historical subject in 
order to give voice to subjectivities neatly purged and expunged from the 
historical record.

Sexuality + Consent

While Mary of Egypt is often described in the secondary and primary lit-
erature as a sex worker, that title can hardly be applied to the figure por-
trayed in the anonymous Life. Indeed, Mary explicitly rejects the label. As 
she tells Zosimas, “I was a public temptation to licentiousness, not for pay-
ment, I swear, since I did not accept anything although men often wished 
to pay me. I simply contrived this so that I could seduce many more men, 
thus turning my lust into a free gift.” 5 Placing her beyond excuse for her ac-
tions, Mary is made to say that her deeds were justified by neither calamity 
nor poverty. The author’s tactic here is consistently what we would describe 
today as slut-shaming: a rhetorical practice of criticizing a person’s appear-
ance, behavior, or both for failing to adhere to gender-based expectations 
about their sexuality. Usually deployed against women and queer men, slut-
shaming targets a person’s real or assumed sexual promiscuity (including 
premarital or casual sex) and their physical appearance (including attire, 
makeup, and bodily development). But the practice also relies on a host of 
other charges, such as accusing or humiliating a person for requesting or 
gaining access to birth control, engaging in sex work, or for being the vic-
tim of sexual assault. In all these regards, the Life of Mary effectively pro-
duces a character who is both a product and an example of slut-shaming.
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In analyzing such stories, we can appreciate slut-shaming as more than 
just a practice enacted on a single person, group, or class of people. In art 
and rhetoric, it is a social practice used to generate tropes of women, real 
or imagined, that are thus cast as sluts. In the Greek-speaking Mediterra-
nean where the author wrote Mary’s story, the most vicious and graphic 
example of this is the mid-sixth-century Secret History, the subject of this 
book’s second chapter. Written by the emperor Justinian’s historian, Pro-
copius of Caesarea, the Secret History contains extensive and repeated at-
tacks on empress Theodora’s sexuality. In a text verging on the Byzantine 
equivalent to revenge pornography, Procopius criticizes and graphically il-
lustrates Theodora’s “shameless” behavior, sexual appetites, history of sex 
work, lower-class upbringing, and reliance on birth control, both contra-
ceptive and abortive. In the Life of Mary of Egypt, written just about a half 
century after Procopius’s Secret History, we witness the same tropes and 
tactics of slut-shaming, though given a more demure and censored form in 
the context of a saint’s life. Nevertheless, the scars of slut-shaming as a well-
defined rhetorical practice are evident in the author’s story.

Aroused by a crowd of Libyan and Egyptian men boarding a ship to Je-
rusalem, the Life’s Mary says (in the first person) that she wanted to go with 
them so that she “could have many lovers, ready [to satisfy] my lust.” But she 
spares Zosimas more graphic details about her desires, lest she “defile both 
you and the air with my words.” Zosimas urges her to continue, and there the 
author gives us a prudish glimpse into Mary’s lust, as she thirsts over those 
men on the seashore—“vigorous in their bodies as well as in their move-
ments, who seemed to me fit for what I sought.” Later, she states that “there 
is no kind of licentiousness, speakable or unspeakable, that I did not teach 
those miserable men.” 6 Mary is thus like Theodora, who Procopius accused 
in meticulous detail of devising new sexual positions and practicing oral, 
anal, and vaginal sex; the Life’s narrative follows such textual precedents to 
coyly intimate to a medieval audience the various sexual acts in which Mary 
was engaging with those throngs of Libyan and Egyptian men. The effect of 
the anonymous author’s slut-shaming is twofold: it places Mary of Egypt be-
yond redemption or compassion, while it titillates the imagination and sex-
ual desires of a presumed cisgender, heterosexual, male audience, familiar 
with the bawdy performances and slanderous stories popular at the time.

Because the Life’s account, like that of Procopius, enacts our current 
definition of slut-shaming, that term is apt for unraveling the intersection 
of practices and subjectivities through which women (and also queer men 
and trans women) were marginalized. These stories also provide an inkling 
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of the various practices connected with sex and reproductive health in 
which the Byzantines took part, even if the accounts cannot be ascribed to 
the lived realities of a historical Mary or Theodora. In acknowledging slut-
shaming—both as an act by a social group and as a compositional practice 
by an author—we must be careful not to redeem these historical women 
by denying the charges. Instead, it falls upon us as readers and historians 
to call out these male authors for their rhetorical violence against these 
women, while also ensuring that we do not fall prey to the same politics of 
“respectability” that sparked the attacks in the first place. In other words, 
though we must call out the toxicity of the Life’s author and of Procopius, we 
must also provide room for these slut-shamed figures to maneuver within 
their descriptions. Put simply, we must move past the stigma associated 
with the sexual acts attached to their names and embrace a sex-positive im-
age of the accounts, allowing a Mary or Theodora to operate without preju-
dice. At the same time, we can prudently assess the glimpses into medieval 
sexuality, birth control, and oppressive tactics that these narratives provide.

The anonymous author culminates his multipronged slut-shaming cam-
paign by clearly and precisely accusing Mary of rape. While traveling on 
the ship to Jerusalem, the Life’s Mary repentantly exclaims, “What tongue 
can declare . . . the acts into which I forced [ēnagkazon] those wretched men 
against their will [mē thelontas]?” 7 The author uses the violation of sexual 
consent as a way to express the extent of Mary’s depravity, showing her not 
only to be licentious in her own voracious sexual drive but also to exceed 
and impinge on the sexual wishes of others. Thus, her violation of (male) 
sexual consent is presented as the last straw in the litany of her depravi-
ties. Over the course of the two centuries following the Life’s composition, 
Byzantine legal and religious authorities developed clearer and more nu-
anced language to classify crimes that involved consent, in relation to both 
sex and marriage.8 For instance, while Roman law did not unambiguously 
differentiate between rape, adultery, fornication, and other sexual crimes, 
in 741 c.e., the law code of Leo III the Isaurian clarified how these sexual 
crimes and improprieties were designated.

Beyond such codification in law, this period also demonstrated a cul-
tural consciousness that sexual consent was at the very heart of Christian 
ethics and theology. A telling sign of this importance can be seen in the 
growing role played by reproductive consent in homilies and narratives on 
the Annunciation. Writers before Iconoclasm (726–787 c.e., 814–842 c.e.) 
could be quite careless in their descriptions of when the Virgin Mary con-
ceived Jesus, but, from the mid-ninth century onward, authors deliberately 
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stressed that Mary gave clear verbal consent to becoming the Mother of 
God before she was impregnated. This emphasis on Mary’s consent, which 
is the focus of my first chapter, underscores the importance given in Byz-
antine thought to a woman’s consent to sex and reproduction. We need to 
keep this historical context in mind when we consider the author’s accusa-
tion of rape against Mary of Egypt. Appearing in the final passage before 
her conversion at the threshold of the Holy Sepulcher, the author’s charge 
pathologizes Mary’s sexuality not just as lewd or shameless but also as vio-
lent, criminal, and fundamentally inhumane.

I propose further that these narratives present stereotypes of sexual las-
civiousness, assault, and violence that are often associated with (and even, 
at times, praised in) men in Byzantine sources. In staging Mary of Egypt as 
behaving in a masculine way, the author is impugning not only her moral 
compass but also her gender identity. Infamously, Byzantine medical hand-
books from the sixth and seventh centuries prescribe the trimming of the 
clitoris for women who seek frequent sexual intercourse, a practice that we 
today would call female genital mutilation.9 In his sixth-century gyneco-
logical treatise, Aetius of Amida states that an enlarged clitoris is “greatly 
irritated by constant contact with the clothing and stimulates venery and 
coitus.” 10 A century later, Paul of Aegina expands this observation in his 
surgical manual, stating that “some women have had erections of this part 
like men, and also an impulse toward frequent sexual intercourse.” 11 These 
medical sources view incessant sexual desire in women as a masculine 
characteristic that must be corrected to ensure their femininity. Therefore, 
we should also read these various slut-shaming tactics as questioning Mary 
of Egypt’s gender by emphasizing her masculinized sexual practices. This 
is an approach often taken in attacks both on female masculinity and in the 
broader spectrum of transmasculinity, where a person assigned female at 
birth identifies more with masculinity, but is nonbinary or not attached to 
a male identity.12 We therefore come to the broader intersection of sexuality 
and gender, and this investigation will lead us further—to the intersection 
of gender and race.

Gender + Race

As we consider the transmasculinity of Mary of Egypt in greater depth, vi-
sual culture provides a richer archive than do the textual sources alone. In 
depicting her great asceticism, painters often produced a transmasculine 
body for Mary of Egypt that is visually synonymous with that of her male 
counterparts. For example, compare the image of Mary of Egypt in the 
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sanctuary of the Church of the Panagia Phorbiotissa at Asinou in Cyprus 
with that of John the Baptist just outside the sanctuary of the same church 
(figs. 0.1 and 0.2).13 Both wear a scrappy, tan-colored garment over their 
emaciated bodies: John’s tunic is shredded at its hem, while Mary’s is hap-
hazardly tossed over her flesh, wrapped as a himation (a loose mantel-like 
garment) but without a chiton (the long tunic usually worn under the hi-
mation). Her garment, which Zosimas has just tossed to her so that she can 
cover herself up, is much finer than John’s, neither tattered nor torn, with 
subtle embroidery visible at its hem. As the author details in the text, she 
had “hair white as wool, and even this was sparse as it did not reach below 
the neck.” 14 In the sanctuary image, Mary’s white hair is sparse and shaggy, 
twisting and turning over her profile and her disheveled pompadour echoes 
that of John. And though John’s body is just as thin and petite as Mary’s, 
her naked chest and back reveal that she is gruesomely famished—her ribs 
are prominently visible and she has a pronounced hunchback, with thick 
blobs of paint marking every single one of her vertebrae.

Looking at these two images, we are left with the realization that, by 
Byzantine standards, John’s body is more feminine than Mary’s, or rather, 
Mary’s is more masculine than John’s. John’s hair is longer than Mary’s, 
reaching well past his shoulders, and it falls into locks of thick glossy curls. 
Mary’s tunic falls as flatly over her chest as John’s falls over his; a thin swirl 
of color beside her armpit might allude to withered breasts, a feature re-
counted in some of the trans saints’ lives that we shall see in chapter 3. On 
her face, the weight of Mary’s excess flesh and wrinkles pulls down her 
jawline. The soft and rounded face of the Virgin Mary, standing next to 
John, provides a marked contrast: the ascetic has no roundness to her. The 
streams of paint that contour the ascetic Mary’s drooping cheek flow down 
from the top of her ear and the outer corner of her eye, curving at an angle 
that echoes her rigidly square jaw. That jaw features a strong and prominent 
chin, unlike the Virgin’s soft and rounded features. The ascetic’s brow is 
furrowed and shadowed, while the Virgin has a serenely elastic brow. John’s 
legs, arms, and feet are covered with body hair, indicated by thin long 
stripes of black paint. Mary’s body is lacerated with similar lines, though 
thicker and shorter; brownish-red stripes of paint even cover her back, yet 
notably not the palms of her hands. Her flesh is also seemingly covered in 
body hair. In this ambiguity in representations of scar and hair, the lacera-
tions of asceticism transmute into the secondary sex characteristics of the 
male body. In the later Western medieval world, though rarely in Byzantine 
art, Mary of Egypt and her often-conflated counterpart, Mary Magdalene, 
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are both commonly depicted as covered in body hair as if they were beasts 
of the wilderness. Yet, despite their hairiness, in Western art the women of-
ten retain the coded characteristics of feminine beauty, youth, and pallor, 
making them radically different from the Byzantine Mary of Egypt. In ev-
ery way, the Byzantine artist has sought to portray Mary as transmasculine.

Is this transmasculine depiction unique? If not, what do such cases tell 
us about the fluidity and presentation of gender? In the Life’s narrative, as 
Zosimas pursues her, Mary attempts to flee; eventually overtaken, she asks 
him to toss her his cloak for she is a woman and should not turn around 
and reveal her nudity.15 This moment is dramatized in the Theodore Psal-
ter’s gloss to Psalm 54:6–8, which reads: “Oh, that I had the wings of a dove! 
I would fly away and be at rest. I would flee far away and stay in the des-
ert. I would hurry to my place of shelter, far from the tempest and storm.” 
In the marginal illustration, the encounter with Zosimas is captured pre-
cisely at the moment that he has tossed the garment toward her (fig. 0.3). 
The cloth is suspended in midair, having just left his hands. Zosimas looks 
away, while Mary turns back to catch the fine cloth. As she twists, she ex-
poses her naked chest to the viewer while her right thigh modestly protects 
her pubic region. When we closely inspect her chest, we again see no indi-
cation of breasts, whether full or withered. Rather, her chest is crossed from 
armpit to armpit by a thick reddish brushstroke, slightly wavy, resembling 
a wound. It looks more like the mottled dark-red of cauterized scar tissue 
than breasts.

What do we make of this line? Do we relegate it to a minor painterly 
gesture, a minute flick of an artist’s wrist in a composition? Or is there any 
possible meaning that we can pull from this detail? Looking at this line 
with a knowledge of Byzantine medical guidebooks, I perceive a scar that 
would be in keeping with a mastectomy. According to the medical and sur-
gical handbooks, a mastectomy at the time involved a process of alternately 
cutting and cauterizing, such as is prescribed in the chapters of Aetius of 
Amida’s sixth-century gynecological treatise that describe the removal of 
breast cancer. There is no clear evidence to corroborate that this was the 
artist’s intention, and these surgical manuscripts include no illuminations. 
However, we can compare the scar-like trace on Mary’s body to an ear-
lier image of Saint Agatha’s torture found in the Menologion of Basil II 
(fig. 0.4). Here we do have an artist explicitly tasked with depicting the sur-
gical removal of breasts from a Christian saint. The tactics, imagery, and 
knowledge deployed suggest how artists might have used medical texts in 
their works.



0.1. Mary of Egypt. 
Church of the Panagia 
Phorbiotissa, Asinou, 
Cyprus.



0.2. John the 
Baptist and 
Virgin Mary. 
Church of 
the Panagia 
Phorbio-
tissa, Asinou, 
Cyprus.



0.4. Martyrdom of Agatha. Vatican City, Biblioteca Apostolica Vaticana, ‘Menologion’ 
of Basil II (Vat. gr. 1613), fol. 373. © 2019 Biblioteca Apostolica Vaticana.

0.3. Mary of Egypt and Zosimas. London, British Library, Theodore Psalter (Add. Ms. 
19352), fol. 68r. © The British Library Board.
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In this depiction, two men are torturing Agatha by cutting off her 
breasts, using not pincers, as is often shown, but rather a striking half-
moon knife. The knife is a lunellum (fig. 0.5), commonly associated with the 
scraping and cleaning of animal skin in the making of parchment (fig. 0.6); 
it is thus a tool connected with the working of flesh for a scribe and illumi-
nator. In the miniature, Agatha’s recently cut-off breast has fallen onto the 
ground to her right. A man approaches her with a torch that is about to be 
pressed against the wound where the right breast had been, apparently to 
cauterize the open lesion. After all, Agatha’s torture was not intended to be 
fatal; rather, she was meant to live on without her breasts. In the composi-
tion, this point is stressed by the recumbent Agatha to the right of her tor-
ture. Depicted within the walls of a city, she sits with her body contorted, 
perhaps in pain, as she recovers after the forced mastectomy.

Nuances regarding the proper surgical procedure for mastectomies 
must be noted here, as these details lead us deeper into the artist’s logic. 
First, an open torch is not hot enough to cauterize such a wound. And, sec-
ond, we have no evidence that such a lunellum was ever used as a surgical 
tool. In other words, we are seeing here painters conceptualizing a surgi-
cal process through the types of tools and methods with which they would 
have been most familiar in a manuscript workshop—those used to work, 

0.6. Western medieval depiction of monk using 
a lunellum to scrape parchment for manuscript 
production. Bamberg, Staatsbibliothek Bam-
berg, Msc. Patr. 5, fol. 1v.

0.5. Modern lunellum. Round Knife 
for leather working by C. S. Osborne 
and Company.
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manufacture, and process animal skins for parchment. Nevertheless, I con-
tend that a familiarity with medical texts is certainly at play here. These 
patterns of scars and incisions match modern reconstructions of Paul of 
Aegina’s instructions for the surgical treatment of moderate and severe gy-
necomastia (figs. 0.7 and 0.8).16 Paul of Aegina’s seventh-century instruc-
tions for breast-reductions for severe gynecomastia indicate the need for “a 
lunate incision” (mēnoeidē . . . tomēn), which would have naturally led the 
artist to articulate this “crescent-shaped cut” via the shape of either the cut-
ting tool or, as in other cases, the gash (fig. 0.8). The scene of the Martyrdom 
of Melasippos, Karina, and their son in the Menologion of Basil II provides 
an example of such a crescent-shaped wound on Karina’s chest, her breasts 
having been freshly excised (fig. 0.9).

As we compare these images, we can find striking parallels—for exam-
ple, between the lunate wounds on Karina’s chest and the similarly oval 
form on Mary of Egypt’s chest in the Asinou portrait, or between the de-
piction of Agatha’s wound with its height just at her armpit and the curi-
ous dark-red undulating line across Mary of Egypt’s chest in the Theodore 
Psalter. Certainly, whether out of cruelty, modesty, or a strong desire to ob-
scure their breasts, these painted figures have had their breasts removed, 

0.7. Reconstruc-
tion of Paul of 
Aegina’s surgi-
cal treatment for 
moderate gyne-
comastia with 
pre-operative and 
post-operative 
lunate incisions.

0.8. Reconstruc-
tion of Paul of 
Aegina’s surgi-
cal treatment 
for severe gyne-
comastia with 
pre-operative and 
post-operative 
lunate incisions.
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even showing the scars. This suggests that the visual language of excision 
and cauterization associated with mastectomies could be deployed to man-
ifest the transmasculine body of Mary of Egypt.

While Mary of Egypt is not explicitly understood as a transgender man 
or eunuch, as are several of the figures examined in this book (particularly 
in chapters 3, 4, and 5), her presentation is nevertheless masculinized.17 Her 
story and depictions in art also feature several important details that speak 
to her unsettled gender identity. As we will see, there are several narra-
tives of trans monks who were assigned female at birth but chose to live 
their lives as male and pass as eunuchs. In those stories, the authors re-
peatedly make note of how these figures altered their bodies’ secondary sex 
characteristics. The authors comment that these trans men went beyond 
wearing male garb—they had lost their feminine beauty, their menstrua-
tion had stopped, their breasts looked like two shriveled leaves, and their 
skin had darkened. According to these texts, the figures were unrecogniz-
able to their loved ones; they looked like “Ethiopians”—a reference to the 
ancient Greek theory of racial difference, stressing that the sun had made 
their skin “burnt-looking.” 18 These details are striking, offering us a host 
of different factors that not only show ways in which these figures were 

0.9. Martyrdom of Melasippos, Karina, and Their Son. Vatican City, Biblioteca Apostol-
ica Vaticana, ‘Menologion’ of Basil II (Vat. gr. 1613), fol. 165. © 2019 Biblioteca Apostolica 
Vaticana.
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able to transition but also how Byzantines linked skin color and the atten-
dant assignment of race with gender identity. Medical writers, like Aetius 
of Amida, associated dark skin with manly women who were hairier and 
menstruated less than other women.19 In contrast, Eustathios of Thessalo
nike praised the emperor Manuel I Komnenos for his dark skin, saying that 
it spoke to his manliness and his willingness to purge from his flesh all “ef-
feminate paleness” (thēlyprepēs leukotēs).20

In the Life’s text, Mary appears when the monk Zosimas catches a glance 
of her ghostly shape in the desert, described as “a naked figure whose body 
was black, as if tanned by the scorching sun.” 21 In early Christian and West-
ern medieval texts on the lives of monks and ascetics, black figures often 
signify the manifestation of demons. At the same time, however, Byzan-
tine sources cast the racial diversity of the empire and its peoples in a pos-
itive light, often prizing the diversity of the court and Constantinople; we 
will return to these matters in chapter 5. But, curiously, the author’s Zosi-
mas is ecstatically taken in by the black figure of Mary, writing that “he was 
inspired with pleasure and, filled with joy at that incredible sight.” 22 This 
narrative simultaneously undoes the aspects of racial prejudice inherent 
in some early Christian texts and reveals to us the multifaceted intersec-
tion of skin color, gender stereotypes, racial identity, and ethnic grouping 
conceived by a medieval author. The figure of Mary of Egypt as created 
by an elite author, writing in Greek in the city of Jerusalem in the seventh 
century, encompasses all these issues. Such stories require new interpretive 
models that enable us to appreciate the complex entanglements of identity, 
while understanding the systematics of oppression and marginalization 
that have all but purged such lives from the historical archive.

Byzantine Intersectionality

Following the intersectional approach of critical race studies and feminism, 
this project acknowledges that identity is neither singular nor delimited by 
neat categories. In 1989, Kimberlé Crenshaw coined the term “intersection-
ality” to stress that the lived realities of marginalized people do not ex-
ist as isolated factors alone but instead come together at the intersection 
of gender, sexuality, race, socioeconomic status, and so on. Thus, intersec-
tionality looks at how the overlap of social identities creates unique condi-
tions of inequality and oppression.23 Unlike approaches that study the role 
of women or foreigners in the medieval world in isolation, intersectional-
ity suggests that a foreign woman, for example, faces a series of challenges 
that include the struggles of those socially identified as being both foreign 
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and female, yet she is not merely the sum of those parts. This book is titled 
Byzantine Intersectionality not only because it studies the intersectional-
ity of identity across the Byzantine world but also because the pejorative 
“byzantine” speaks to the inherent queerness of these stories and the em-
pire from which that slur was taken. Intersectional identity is byzantine—it 
is infinitely complicated, and it is often characterized as devious, deceitful, 
and corrupt.

For those reasons, I have chosen to use the phrase “the Byzantine world” 
throughout this book: it serves as a capacious term to encompass the span 
of the Greek-speaking Mediterranean, as well as the contributions to this 
world by its closest neighbors and allies.24 Ultimately, this is a book about 
the Byzantine Empire, which I define as the Eastern Roman Empire from 
the foundation of Constantinople in the early fourth century until its con-
quest in the late fifteenth century. In using a definition that spans the late 
antique, medieval, and early modern periods, I purposely acknowledge the 
unbroken tradition of the medieval Roman Empire, which possessed an ac-
cess to and intimacy with the Greek and Latin heritage of the ancient Greek 
and Roman Mediterranean and its neighbors.25

Intersectionality, however, does more than flesh out the subjectivities of 
people who experience the overlap of several discriminated against, mar-
ginalized, or disenfranchised identities. Intersectionality also alerts us to 
the subjects whose privilege keeps them away from the public eye. The fig-
ure of the abortion-inducing sex worker is shaped by her intersectional 
identity as a destitute woman of the lowest economic status, yet it also 
makes us aware that women of privilege would have been spared from such 
libelous representations in texts, even when performing the same deeds. 
For example, that an elite medical text would provide detailed prescriptions 
for abortive suppositories, contraceptive treatments, and late-term surgical 
methods for terminating a pregnancy demonstrates the privilege of upper-
class women’s own pursuits of contraception and abortion.

In examining the lives of figures subjected to multiple inequities, we be-
gin to perceive the privileges afforded to some other women, men, and non-
binary figures in society. Privilege, and the privacy it often enables, create 
the greatest lacunae in the historical record. Privacy creates closets that 
allow certain figures ample room to maneuver, away from the judgment 
and agency of publics and oppressors. Such figures are usually also safe 
from the historian’s stylus. Thus, in articulating the intersectionality of dis-
enfranchised identities, we will also be outlining the privilege afforded to 
those persons who might have shared in some of these identities, but whose 
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economic status, social rank, race, origin, and so on spared them from vili-
fication in the historical record—if not from any association with a margin-
alized identity. Intersectionality makes us keenly aware of all those hidden 
figures who were able to make choices about their sexual consent, pursue 
abortions and contraceptives, live as transgender monks, engage in same-
gender intimacies, and be black at court, without facing the same degree of 
invective or libel as their poorer counterparts. This book challenges us to 
take risks in fleshing out the intersectional lives of the downtrodden, while 
also providing spectrums of possibility for the identities and freedoms al-
lowed to the more privileged ranks and neglected by the historical record.

Given the historical archive’s push toward normative narratives, queer 
historical tasks such as this require close reading and careful scrutiny of 
what has been labeled minor. As Elizabeth Freeman has eloquently put it, 
queer history necessitates “the decision to unfold, slowly, a small number 
of imaginative texts rather than amass a weighty archive of or around texts, 
and to treat these texts and their formal work as theories of their own, inter-
ventions upon both critical theory and historiography.” 26 But, more so, this 
book struggles with the absences of archives and the potent act of grasping 
at lives, purposefully and shamefully erased and denied. “To read without 
a trace,” as Anjali Arondekar calls it, is a way of embracing the absences of 
the archive, the seductions of a retrieval, and the recuperative hermeneutics 
of accessing minoritized lives and historiographies.27 It is this intersection 
of slow unfolding and traceless reading that this book embraces.

The five chapters that follow unfurl a series of minuscule intersectional 
histories.28 Each history is carefully scaled and delineated to elucidate rich, 
nuanced, and surprising takes by medieval thinkers and artists on familiar 
subjects. Sometimes it encompasses a neatly defined trajectory in the evo-
lution of a cluster of ideas; at other times it focuses on a particular person, 
specific period, or textual genre to generate points of resistance that might 
otherwise be overlooked or have no place in a broader historical account.

These five chapters will reveal long-standing conversations in medieval 
thought around matters of reproductive consent, sexual shaming, trans and 
nonbinary genders, queer intimacies, and racial identity. Chapter 1 traces 
the evolving emphasis given to consent in treatments of the Annunciation, 
stressing the important role that Mary’s consent to become the Mother of 
God played in homilies and art after Iconoclasm. Chapter 2 focuses on the 
practices and tactics that Procopius uses in the Secret History to slut-shame 
Empress Theodora, focusing on his deployment of graphic sexual detail and  
accusations against her and other women of abortive and contraceptive 



Introduction  /  17

practices. Chapter 3 surveys saints’ lives, medical texts, and the epistolary 
tradition not only to present evidence for the representation of transgen-
der and gender nonconforming persons in Byzantium but also to elucidate 
a host of gender affirming practices found in both surgical guides and as-
cetic action. Chapter 4 examines representations of the Doubting Thomas 
scene in text and art to reveal potent narratives of same-gender desire and 
monastic community, stressing the need to include trans, nonbinary, and 
asexual figures in the history of queer sexuality and intimacy. And chap-
ter 5 places the visual representations of the Ethiopian Eunuch from the 
Acts of the Apostles in the context of discourses around racial identity, eth-
nic grouping, and skin color in order to delineate how artists struggled with 
the figure’s intersectional identity as a eunuch, a Christian, and a black Af-
rican. None of these narratives is comprehensive or exhaustive, but all are 
sufficient and provocative orientations that require us to think further into 
these identities and do better as readers, historians, and modern subjects.

My promise to the reader is that I will endeavor (as much as I respon-
sibly can) to treat the figures in my texts and images as possible medieval 
subjects with a past, a present, and—most important—a future. Many of 
the subjectivities encompassed here have been actively denied, negated, or 
simply assumed to have not existed in the Middle Ages. I will take their ex-
istence for granted and treat them as real, because they were real. Whether 
Empress Theodora actually carried out the sexual deeds and abortions that 
Procopius slut-shames her for does not matter, because there were other 
women in the past subjected to the same—and far worse—rhetorical and 
physical violence as that imputed against Procopius’s literary Theodora. 
Whether the trans monks discussed in this book actually existed or were 
simply literary characters is beside the point. The fact is that there were 
people in the Byzantine Empire who were trans and who, even if they did 
not have the critical vocabulary to self-identify as such or have their voices 
recorded, were nevertheless still trans. To deny these realities is to be com-
plicit with violence—both physical and rhetorical—not just in the past but 
also in the present. 
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I. The Virgin’s Consent
His words, however, which give the impression of being those of a suitor, 
prompt me to refuse consent [synkatathesin]. For indeed, said the Evangelist, 
“seeing him she was troubled.” Seeing what, and whereof was she troubled? 
Seeing the angel looking at her with chaste eyes, yet bringing tidings of a 
suitor; seeing him attend with a seemly gaze, yet speaking of a marriage 
contract. Having heard these bridal words, and seeing the manner of the 
conversation to be untouched by the passions, the holy Virgin was troubled 
by her conflicting thoughts and, seized by a prudent fear, was amazed by the 
strangeness of the salutation.1

—Photius, Homily on the Annunciation (modified trans. Cyril Mango)

In his mid-ninth-century homily on the Annunciation, Photius—the 
patriarch of Constantinople and a leading intellect in the period imme-
diately following Iconoclasm—describes in intricate detail the climax of 
Mary’s consent before the angel. Staged as a dramatic narrative between the 
archangel Gabriel and the Virgin Mary, and delving into her thoughts and 
psychology, Photius’s homily has its precedents in fifth- and sixth-century 
Syriac soghyatha (dialogic liturgical poems) and in a similar homily on the 
Annunciation by his predecessor Germanus I, patriarch of Constantino-
ple in the early eighth century.2 Photius’s homily draws from apocryphal 
sources, such as the second-century Protoevangelium of James,3 as well as 
from the homilies on the Annunciation by Proclus of Constantinople, An-
drew of Crete, Gregory Thaumaturgus, Sophronius of Jerusalem, Romanus 
the Melodist, and others. But many of these earlier writers are sometimes 
careless regarding the exact moment when Mary conceives, thereby im-
plicitly questioning her ability and willingness to consent. Photius, in con-
trast, eloquently reflects in his homily on her trajectory toward consent. He 
shares with his listeners Mary’s internal monologue after hearing the an-
gel’s words, as she hesitantly reflects. Mary’s fear and confusion emerge as 
she “pondered what sort of greeting this might be,” as the Gospel states. She 
has questions not only about the oddity of the virgin birth suggested by Ga-
briel but also about the very nature of this interaction with a man who has 
burst into her chamber and now offers her “bridal words.” 4
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Over the course of this chapter, we will consider the increased role that 
consent played in textual and visual depictions of the Annunciation. As 
we will see, while early Christian writers laid the foundation for making 
consent crucial to the Annunciation narrative, this feature was not highly 
emphasized until the period after Iconoclasm. Coinciding with this shift, 
in legal and historical sources we witness a greater awareness about sexual 
crimes and forced marriages. Thus, this chapter first sketches early Chris-
tian and pre-Iconoclastic views on the Incarnation, then moves on to con-
sider the tactics used by post-Iconoclastic authors and artists to stress how 
Mary’s consent was vitally important to the salvation of humanity. The fol-
lowing three sections explore the early Christian and pre-Iconoclastic dis-
courses around Mary, including both libel about her rape or adultery and 
authors’ disregard of her consent at the Annunciation. Having established 
this context, we will then move on to look at Photius’s homily in further 
depth before turning to the legacy of the homily in the works of later writ-
ers and artists.

Mary’s Prudence in Early Christianity

Throughout the early Christian period, theologians debated the role and 
nature of the Incarnation around the figure of Mary.5 One major disagree-
ment centered on the role of Mary in the formation of the Christ. For ex-
ample, Gregory of Nazianzus in the fourth century, responding to earlier 
claims, stated that Christ did not merely flow through her “as if through a 
channel” but was rather formed in her, from her flesh.6 Debates about the 
Virgin as the Theotokos, or “God-bearer,” articulated the interplay between 
Christ’s humanity and divinity, as well as the structures of this union be-
tween humanity and God. The (heretical) Nestorius, patriarch of Constan-
tinople in the early fifth century, claimed that Mary should be called the 
Christotokos, or “Christ-bearer,” because she bore only the Christ and not 
the Godhead himself. With these two authors we thus see Mary serving as 
a crucial figure for articulating the identity and Christological doctrine of 
Christ. An important element was Mary’s willing consent. Not only does 
it distinguish the Christian God’s incarnation from the issue of the pa-
gan Zeus’s many rapes, but it likewise demonstrates that Mary possessed 
free will, being fully human and fully conscious of the actions that were to 
occur.

In stressing her prudence, early Christian writers sought to stage Mary as 
the antitype to Eve, who hastily consented to the urgings of the serpent and 
thereby was led astray. Mary’s prudence manifested itself as a reluctance 
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to immediately consent. This underscored the importance of that consent; 
without it she could have easily been deceived and been no better than Eve, 
a critical distinction for later authors. Mary’s confusion and fear before the 
angel are described already in the Gospel of Luke:

And he came to her and said, “Greetings, favored one! The Lord is with you.” 
But she was much perplexed by his words and pondered what sort of greet-
ing this might be. The angel said to her, “Do not be afraid, Mary, for you have 
found favor with God. And now, you will conceive in your womb and bear a 
son, and you will name him Jesus. . . . Then Mary said, “Here am I, the servant 
of the Lord; let it be with me according to your word.” Then the angel departed 
from her. (Luke 1:28–31, 38)

These qualities demonstrate her purity and intellect as Mary debates and 
inquires into the good tidings of the angel before assenting to their truth. 
Writers like Photius would come to emphasize Mary’s “superior reason” 
in the face of the angel’s greeting rather than praising her for submissive 
obedience.7

These characteristics set Mary apart from Eve, establishing the latter as 
her antitype. Eve, as noted by the early fifth-century Proclus of Constan-
tinople, among others, gave birth to evil and caused humanity’s expulsion 
from the garden of Eden with her consent to the serpent’s deception.8 In-
deed, Irenaeus had put forth the same idea in the second century, and Jus-
tin Martyr before him.9 The late fifth-century Narsai of Edessa likened the 
folly of Eve’s actions to those of an unfaithful bride whose adulterous preg-
nancy leads to the “birth of sin,” elsewhere noting that the serpent’s own 
verbal tidings “deposited his seed” within Eve’s soul.10 Proclus likened Eve 
to Mary, with the former undergoing her own (albeit depraved) pregnancy, 
which for Proclus is literally embodied in the figure of Cain.11 For these 
authors, in order to distance Mary from Eve, Mary must resist the angel’s 
tidings. She must be dubious and reserved in her pious and virtuous pro-
tection of her virginity and betrothal to Joseph. The need for her to be led 
willingly to consent thus becomes essential to establishing her character 
and nature, lest another Eve be unleashed on the world.

Mary manifests her contrast to the deceived Eve through her rigorous 
inquiry and critical thinking. In one homily on the Annunciation, dubi-
ously attributed to the third-century Gregory Thaumaturgus, the author 
describes Mary by setting her against her antitype: “She was nothing like 
the primeval virgin Eve, who, keeping holiday alone in paradise, with 
thoughtless mind, unguardedly hearkened to the word of the serpent, the 



22  /  chapter i

author of all evil, and thus became depraved in the thoughts of her mind.” 12 
Mary, unlike Eve, is persuaded neither quickly nor rashly by the tidings of 
the angel, who appears to her like a male suitor coming into her midst. In-
stead, Mary hotly debates with and against him, before being convinced 
that he is truthful. With a performative speech act she then consents to the 
Incarnation—“Behold, the servant of the Lord; let it be with me according 
to your word.” This articulation of consent—the moment and act in which 
Mary conceives—captured the attention of many early Christian and Byz-
antine writers who endeavored to further flesh out and comprehend the di-
alogue between Mary and the angel. Specifically, they explored her psychic 
disposition in this moment, as well as the manner in which she consented 
and was able to conceive.

Concerns of Mary’s Adultery and Rape before Iconoclasm

In the narrative imagination of many homilists, the presence and visage of 
the archangel Gabriel present a crucial problem for Mary as she struggles 
to understand whether this figure of a man is mortal or divine—in other 
words, whether he comes with true tidings of the Lord or to seduce or vi-
olate her. In the sixth century, Romanus the Melodist’s hymn on the An-
nunciation expressed an eroticized tension between Mary and the angel.13 
There, Mary asks herself:

What am I seeing? What shall I think?
An appearance of fire, yet a voice of a man
has the one who has come; he both stirs [tarattei] me and spurs [tharrynei] me
when he addresses me:
“Hail, unwedded bride!” 14

In her modesty and chastity, Mary is perturbed (tarattei) and encouraged 
(tharrynei), verbs with a sexual undertone that suggests that she is both at-
tracted to the angel’s bridal words and reeling back in fear of his advances. 
Gabriel’s appearance is described as fiery, alluding to the heat of passion 
and the angelic “fiery form” (eidos pyros) of his visage. Yet what troubles 
her mind most is that his voice resembles that of a man, both in the bridal 
words he speaks and in its outward form and appearance. Thus, the soon-
to-be-Theotokos provides a perfect paradigm of virginity—while poten-
tially attracted to the heat of carnal passion, she judges with prudence and 
discretion what confronts her.

The deference paid to Mary’s doubt and debate generated an interesting 
space for contemplating the manner in which her hesitation dilated time 
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and inverted the power structure of the Annunciation. Romanus the Mel-
odist’s Gabriel is caught off guard, flustered, and seemingly perturbed by 
Mary’s continued doubt and cross-examination. At times, it might even 
seem that Gabriel wishes to lash out and “utter a harsh word to the one giv-
ing birth to the Lord,” but he restrains himself. Having to stay and answer 
her questions, the angel appears almost to lose his own ability to consent, 
stating that “against my will [mē thelōn] I am held back,” for fear that the 
Christ might exact retribution on him.15 In a way, this holding back makes 
the angel confront the entitlement of the divine to act as they wish, as Ga-
briel notes that in the past he could act with impunity and silence those 
who might doubt. The divine appears to be halted in that moment, and time 
almost seems to slow as Mary cross-examines the angel, debates the tid-
ings, and considers the consent that her assent entails. The angel takes on 
the role of a spurned suitor.

Writing in the late seventh and early eighth centuries, Andrew of Crete 
shows a similar tension in his depiction of Mary. In his homily, Mary asks: 
“Should I deem him to be an angel? But he speaks like a man.” 16 Mary ex-
presses uncertainty about Gabriel’s identity, viewing him as a suitor in 
disguise who is contriving this deceitful narrative so as to trick her into 
consent. Perhaps even more intriguing is the suggestion that Mary experi-
ences some form of attraction to Gabriel.

In an eighth-century homily by Patriarch Germanus, the hesitant would-
be-Theotokos says to the angel:

Young man, I see the striking beauty of your elegant form and the splendid 
sight of your figure; and I am listening to your words [the like of which] I have 
never heard before, and I am rapidly beginning to suspect that you have come 
to lead me astray.17

Not only does Mary express her seeming attraction to Gabriel’s figure and 
form, but the supposed sexual temptation almost seems palpable in her 
fearful reproach about his suspected intentions. The scene reads like the 
flirtatious exchange of two young lovers. Rather than immediately assuag-
ing her concerns, Gabriel in effect changes the subject with a coquettish 
retort: “Clearly understand and be persuaded that it is rather I who, on per-
ceiving such divinely etched beauty in you, have fallen into amazement.” 
Not until several lines later does Mary return to her concerns: after reiter-
ating her fear of being led astray “like another Eve,” she confidently and as-
suredly denies the suitor’s advances by stating that she is not like Eve and 
cannot be entrapped.18
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The potentially adulterous flirtations of the Annunciation narrative 
found in many of these homilies speak to a far deeper and more troubled 
concern about the virginity and consent of Mary. The implicit equation of 
her assent to the incarnation with a form of sexual consent might appear to 
be anachronistic, enforcing contemporary conversations concerning rape 
culture and a woman’s right to choose onto the past. However, the cultural 
context of early Christian and Byzantine writers makes this association ex-
plicit. Not only is Mary juxtaposed to Eve, whose narrative is likened to 
adultery, but similar charges were also lodged against Mary, as early Chris-
tian writers’ invectives against such claims attest.

In the gnostic and apocryphal traditions, Eve’s misguided actions were 
seen as connected not simply to the deceit of the serpent but to both meta-
phorical and literal rape.19 The gnostic Apocryphon of John, written before 
the end of the second century, depicts the virginal Eve being “defiled” and 
impregnated by Yaldabaoth, the chief of the rulers (archones) of the Demi-
urge.20 Similarly, in the third-century The Hypostasis of the Archons, the 
archons lust over Eve and pursue her so that they can forcefully sow their 
seed in her, a process that causes her to become subhuman, a “shadowy re-
flection resembling herself,” which they “defiled  .  .  . foully.” 21 While her 
deeds were also staged in the later Christian tradition as a form of adul-
tery, these texts suggest a violent and disturbing rape as the source of Eve’s 
crimes against humanity. It is this typology against which Mary must be 
set, a point that is made clear early on. For example, in the second-century 
Protoevangelium of James, as Mary and Joseph talk after the visitation of 
Gabriel, Joseph projects himself as a new Adam: “For as Adam was absent 
in the hour of his prayer and the serpent came and found Eve alone and se-
duced and defiled her, so hath it befallen me.” 22 Here, it is Mary who has 
been seduced and defiled, as Eve was before her; these parallels are made 
explicit throughout the Annunciation homilies.

The charge of adultery figures prominently in Joseph’s dialogue with 
Mary in the moments following the Annunciation, as depicted in the Pro­
toevangelium of James and in Germanus’s homily, among others. In Ro-
manus’s hymn, quite startlingly, Mary summons Joseph immediately after 
the angel’s departure and rebukes him for allowing her to have been raped, 
asking, “Where were you, wise man? How could you not protect my virgin-
ity?” 23 Joseph marvels as he perceives her newfound radiant form, aptly de-
scribed through paradoxes—heat and snow, paradise and furnace, smoking 
mountain and spring, throne and footstool. We must read the loss of vir-
ginity as expressed in a similar paradox—Mary has conceived and yet has 
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“no knowledge of the embryo’s conception.” It almost seems that Mary uses 
this accusation to shame Joseph preemptively for his potential disbelief, 
blaming him for her pregnancy if he believes it to be human made. As she 
states at the end of the hymn: “Who could testify to all this, if not you who 
protect me?” 24 Thus, Mary’s words here have a potent force, not only re-
sponding to earlier accusations of adultery or rape but also reworking this 
slut-shaming invective by blaming Joseph, who, as her betrothed, would 
have been charged with protecting her from sexual assault.

In his mid-second-century First Apology, Justin Martyr addresses the 
allegations that Mary’s divine conception was merely another instance of 
Zeus’s rapes of “those many women whom he had violated [moicheuthei­
sas].” Some polemicists suggested, as Justin notes, that this put Jesus in a 
role akin to that of Hermes, who was begotten through Zeus’s rape of his 
mother Maia in the middle of the night and without her knowledge or con-
sent.25 In his Dialogue with Trypho, Justin responds both to those claims 
and to Joseph’s initial suspicion that Mary had in fact conceived out of wed-
lock, with another man through sexual intercourse—“that is from forni-
cation [apo porneias].” 26 While modern law clearly differentiates between 
adultery and rape, the distinction, rooted in the question of consent, was 
developing over the course of the Middle Ages.27 Thus, medieval writers 
frequently lacked clarity in their terminology. For example, “fornication” 
(porneia) and “adultery” (moicheia) could have various intersecting mean-
ings, though porneia often suggested that the woman in question was not 
married. Nevertheless, both terms could also be used for forms of sexual 
intercourse in which there was no consent.

Whether the primary sources acknowledge these implications or not, 
rape is implied when the term “adultery” is applied to Zeus’s actions in-
volving victims who did not offer up consent or perhaps were not even con-
scious, as in the narrative of Hermes’s birth. This is relevant to the charges 
made against Mary, who, according to one narrative—quoted in Origen’s 
response to Celsus—“had been convicted of adultery [moicheia] and had a 
child by a certain soldier named Panthera.” 28 Origen goes on to once again 
use the term “adultery” (moicheia) in connection with this libelous story. 
In modern literature, however, it is often characterized (perhaps somewhat 
euphemistically) as the rape of Mary, reframing it to emphasize the sol-
dier’s violation, not Mary’s volition. These accusations of Mary’s infidelity 
or violation have their roots in Jewish critiques of Christianity’s origins; 
Celsus even cast these charges as coming from a Jew. Various permutations 
of the nonvirgin birth of Christ appear in the manuscripts of the life story 
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of Jesus, the Toledot Yeshu, which variously accuse Mary of fornicating 
with the soldier Panthera or another man, claim she was raped, or say she 
was deceived into having sex with a man she believed to be her husband.29

As late antique and Byzantine writers struggled with the typology set 
forth by narratives of Eve’s rape, both metaphorical and literal, as well as 
with the charges lodged against Mary’s own actions, it is possible to observe 
the key role played by consent in the Annunciation narratives. In the hom-
ilies, ties to the antitype of Eve and the suspected adultery of Mary are ever 
present, not only as an accusation made against Mary by Joseph but also as 
a reflection of Mary’s own potential deceit.

Mary’s Lack of Consent before Iconoclasm

Pre-Iconoclastic homilies often seem to deny Mary the possibility of con-
sent, troubling accounts that undermine centuries of Christian thought 
and doctrine. At times the difficulty may reflect the present-oriented set-
ting of the dramatic narrative, which recounts something happening at 
that moment in the liturgy and the Annunciation as a historical event that 
has already happened. For example, Andrew of Crete several times uses 
the past tense to remark on the conception before Mary’s assent and de-
scribes Christ’s incarnation as “having hastened to leap in, he slipped into 
your belly.” Although he quotes Luke, who unambiguously states that Mary 
“will conceive,” Andrew has the angel say that he brings good tidings from 
the one “who came into your womb before my arrival.” 30 Noting the absur-
dity of such statements, Andrew’s translator, Mary B. Cunningham, finds it 
impossible that the author intended such a meaning; in her view they reveal 
the dramatic intent of the homily, rather than evincing a particular theo-
logical approach.31

In his homily, however, Germanus of Constantinople pursues this trou-
bling line of (perhaps poetic) thought, as Gabriel declares:

Cast off your mistrustful opinion, virgin. For behold, it seems to me that my 
words have been fulfilled and your womb is beginning to swell. And even 
if you do not wish for this, “with God every word shall not be impossible” 
(Luke 1:37).32

In this deeply problematic homily on the Annunciation, Germanus un-
ambiguously presents a rape narrative. Not only does the angel appear to 
chastise Mary for her mistrust, but he explicitly states that even if she does 
not consent the deed will be done. Germanus evinces a total disregard for 
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Mary’s consent, echoing contemporaneous language regarding rape in 
his glib euphemism, “even if you do not wish for this [mē boulei].” 33 What 
makes Germanus’s approach particularly disconcerting is the evidence 
of his familiarity with matters of rape and sexual coercion. First, later in 
the homily he depicts Mary asking “how long shall I withhold my consent 
[anexomai],” immediately before she agrees, suggesting an element of coer-
cion.34 More clearly, in the dialogue between Mary and Joseph, Germanus 
characterizes Joseph as seeking vengeance for the rape of Mary, citing Deu-
teronomy 22:28, which explicitly describes the forceful rape (biasamenos) of 
a virgin and the retribution that follows. This passage was often invoked to 
shape legal definitions on rape suggesting that here, too, it is used as a para-
digmatic instance of rape. The same verb was often used in connection with 
the crime of rape, as in the seventh-century life of Symeon the Holy Fool, 
where a woman claims that he “raped me” (ebiasato me).35

Thus, while showing awareness of the laws and regulations concern-
ing rape, Germanus’s early eighth-century homily evinces little regard for 
Mary’s consent. These striking tensions within the homily have clear impli-
cations regarding rape: they stress an omnipotent God, who may do with 
Mary as he pleases. Similarly, Romanus the Melodist’s hymn shows a mix-
ture of present and past tenses for Mary’s conception; for example, it states 
in one line that “you are about to bear a son” and, in the next, that “you 
are giving birth to the Lord.” 36 Even the latter phrasing takes for granted 
that she will consent to bearing the child. We may attempt to explain this 
away by musing on liturgical, homiletic time, which bridges biblical nar-
rative and the present, or by reasoning that the angel operated simulta-
neously in linear human time and—because of his closeness to God—in a 
divine temporality outside it. Such rationalizations are ultimately unsatis-
fying, however. Romanus repeatedly suggests that he knows that Mary does 
not conceive until after giving verbal consent, but we cannot overlook that 
the hymn gives her little to no room to maneuver. This portrayal could not 
be more different from that found in later homilies by Photius and other 
Byzantine thinkers who, while clearly aware of the style and tropes of the 
works of Andrew of Crete and Germanus of Constantinople, take a far 
more nuanced approach to Mary’s consent. In the later writings, her path 
toward consent structures the narrative. Moreover, that consent becomes 
the story’s climax and focal point. This heightened attention may indicate 
that these authors were consciously seeking to avoid the earlier language 
that dangerously undercut doctrinal teachings.



28  /  chapter i

Narratives of Rape and Forced Marriage  
after Iconoclasm

While earlier homilies are ambiguous at best regarding Mary’s exact 
moment of conception—suggesting the absence of her full and willing 
consent—over the course of the post-Iconoclastic period sensitivity to such 
matters grew. This development appears to be loosely paralleled by an in-
creasingly nuanced approach to matters of consent in various aspects of 
Byzantine life. Earlier Roman law did not clearly distinguish between rape, 
adultery, fornication, and other sexual crimes. The Isaurian law code of 741, 
supported by Leo III and Constantine V, was the first to broadly clarify 
forms of sexual crimes and improprieties, and its legal definitions would be 
further expanded and codified in later centuries.37 At the time, the issue of 
rape (harpagē), understood as abduction with intent to marry or perform 
sexual intercourse without the consent of both the victim and her family, 
was extensively debated by canonists and legal writers.38 In the late twelfth 
century, canonists were greatly concerned with people being forced to con-
sent to monastic life, for reasons ranging from authorities’ desire to reduce 
a person’s political power to the wish to dissolve a marriage.39 Even within 
medical circles, attention was paid to the patient’s consent to treatment, es-
pecially when life-threatening procedures were involved.40 For instance, in 
some descriptions of difficult surgical procedures, particularly those per-
formed on high-ranking figures, the patient acknowledges their consent by 
handing the scalpel themselves to the surgeon, who is thereby freed from 
any responsibility if the patient should die.

In the narrative and illuminations of John Skylitzes’s twelfth-century 
Synopsis of Histories, now in Madrid (known as the Madrid Skylitzes), there 
is a poignant episode of a woman’s attempted rape by a Varangian soldier 
(fig. 1.1). After sketching out the machinations of the imperial family fol-
lowing the transition of power from Romanos III to Michael IV the Pa-
phlagonian, Skylitzes highlights this rape, thus suggesting the importance 
ascribed to it by his contemporary audience:

In that year something else worthy of note took place. A man of the Varan
gians who were scattered in winter quarters in the Thracesion theme met a 
woman of the region in an isolated place and tempted her virtue; and when 
he could not get her to agree willingly he tried to rape her, but she got hold 
of the foreigner’s sword and struck him with it through the heart, so that he 
died at once. When this deed became known through the neighborhood the 
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Varangians gathered together and honored the woman by giving her all the 
possessions of the man who had attempted to rape her, and they threw his 
body away without burial, according to the law about suicides.41

Because of the woman’s isolation in western Asia Minor, there probably 
would have been no witness to the crime, no one to hear her cry for help. 
The legal implications of this circumstance were already recognized in 
Deuteronomy—there, as Angeliki Laiou notes, “since the external circum-
stances in which consent might be established are absent, the woman is held 
to have not consented.” 42 While this casts women’s right to consent as being 
inherently social, tied to the authority of family and society, it also presents 
a paradigmatic instance of rape, one in which consent is fundamentally 
impossible. The Thracesion woman’s virtue is stressed not only by her re-
fusal to consent—even in a space where her ability to do to is prohibited—
but also by her ability to forcefully and successfully combat her assailant.

This account may appall modern readers, recalling arguments for “le-
gitimate rape” or narratives that blame victims. It suggests that a woman’s 
virtue is in some part manifested by her ability to prevent her own violation 
(and that those who do not succeed are somehow inviting the attack). Thus, 
in the Madrid Skylitzes, the illuminator drew the woman killing the man 
in the space immediately following the line in the main text that describes 
the scene (see fig. 1.1). Immediately to the right are depicted the host of Va-
rangians honoring the woman by handing over the rapist’s possessions. Yet 

1.1. Attempted Rape of a Woman by Varangian Soldier. Madrid, Biblioteca Nacional de 
España, Madrid Skylitzes (Matritensis gr. vitr. 26–2), fol. 208r.
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we see here an inversion of the logic of consent. Much as a patient’s handing 
over of the scalpel is a form of consent, absolving the surgeon of the death 
that might follow, the would-be rapist who places the sword in the hand 
of the woman has consented to his own death. Therefore, the law dictates 
that his body be tossed away without a grave, as is the custom with suicides 
(biothanatōn).43 That the woman’s actions in the text and images are de-
picted as virtuous speaks to the interest in and sensitivity about matters of 
sexual consent in middle Byzantine culture. This narrative also makes us 
intimately aware of the uneasiness created among Byzantines by rape and 
forced marriages in the context of war, particularly the objectification of 
women in the plundering of cities and towns.44

In Nikephoros Basilakes’s twelfth-century handbook of rhetorical exer-
cises, aimed as a Christian supplement to the late antique handbooks for 
the teaching of rhetoric that were focused primarily on pagan myths, the 
rape of a girl from Edessa whom a Gothic soldier has deceived and seduced 
is similarly depicted with military imagery. In the description of the Goth’s 
initial courtship, the woman is objectified as a fortified citadel:

At first, then, employing sexual desire [erōti] as his ally and possessing a siege 
engine [helepolin] for a tongue, he led an assault [katepestrateuse] against 
chastity itself, wishing to besiege [poliorkēsai] the acropolis of my virgin-
ity and lead a campaign [katastratēgēsai] against my chastity. But when his 
many attempts taught him that these siege towers were not sufficient to top-
ple my chastity, he clothed himself in fox skin and transformed his speech 
entirely[.]45

The girl then tells us how this suitor turned to her mother to ask for 
her hand in marriage, changing his approach from attempted seduction 
but still seeking the same sexual gratification. The author, using the wom-
an’s own voice, fully objectifies her—the descriptions of the sexual offenses 
of the Goth transform her into a city under siege. The language conveys 
the actions of a military general, a stratēgos, through verbs that speak to 
his assault (katepestrateuse) and campaign (katastratēgēsai). The siege en-
gine (helepolin) imagery returns, and his actions are described as being po-
liorcetic, for he strives to besiege her (poliorkēsai). The aims of the attacks 
are clear. This is a strategic assault on her chastity or modesty (sōphrosynēs), 
with the goal of penetrating the walls of her “virginity” (parthenias) in or-
der to ultimately conquer (katastratēgēsai) that chastity altogether. The verb 
katastratēgēsai implies being wholly overwhelmed by the general strategy, 
being outwitted by it.
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Hence, we see that the Goth wishes to compromise her modesty, have 
sex with her, and then strip any sense of normative decorum from her. The 
text offers us not a casual metaphor (as we might think from a superficial 
reading) but the unfolding of a siege, in gripping detail, that is also strik-
ingly sexual. Note that it is his tongue that is a siege engine—the weapon 
that latches itself onto her outer walls and breeches her, the actor attempt-
ing to penetrate that virginity. The tongue is thus a weapon of seduction, 
not only a means to remove the defenses but also a sexual actor in per-
suading her to be penetrated by something more than just his tongue. This 
sexual innuendo also appears in the previous passage, where the woman 
discusses her lack of awareness of the dangers she faced, which were “bur-
ied in the midst of his handsomeness.” 46 Poliorcetics here resembles some 
form of foreplay, making it possible for foreign soldiers to burst into that 
acropolis. It is precisely this level of vividness and clarity that rhetorical ex-
ercises aim to achieve, accomplished here with striking efficiency through 
a nuanced deployment of military language.

Strikingly, this text also reminds us of the ethical force of the interchange 
between objects as humans and humans as objects. Through this mutual 
objectification, rape occurs. In a sense, Nikephoros Basilakes’s text makes 
clear that the vivid metaphor does more than help us perceive what has be-
fallen this woman: rather, it is because she can be approached through met-
aphor that her rape is possible. In other words, the process of objectifying 
her as a citadel—so that she can be assaulted like one—is what enables the 
forceful violence to which the suitor-turned-rapist ultimately resorts. Af-
ter all, her story begins with the siege of the city of Edessa as the barbarian 
Goth arrives. Thus, the Goth is figured as a soldier with siege craft on the 
mind, displaying how war quickly dehumanizes human actors as objects 
of assault. The Goth’s inability to distinguish between the city’s walls and 
the woman’s virginity, the objects of plunder and her humanity, is the most 
poignant aspect of the story, powerfully told in the first person. In the end, 
the narrative resolves in her own militarization after the child she bore to 
the Goth is poisoned by his mistress: “I will become a man [andrisomai] for 
revenge. I will fire back at my enemy with the arrow that struck me, even 
if I enlist as my helper a child who lies dead before his time.” 47 To retali-
ate she thus becomes a soldier like the Goth was—succinctly captured by 
the notion that she will be “courageous,” or quite literally “will become a 
man” (andrisomai). This verb can be taken metaphorically, but it also man-
ifests in her late antique constructions of female masculinity, as women 
become guardians against sexual assault and guide an ascent to a higher 
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spiritual state, as will be discussed in chapter 3. In this story, ultimately, vi-
olence emerges when no difference can be discerned between humans and 
objects—violence emerges from the objectification of people. It is such ten-
sions connected with sexual consent that preoccupied Byzantine thinkers 
from the post-Iconoclastic period onward, across the spectrum of secular 
and religious writings.

The Annunciation after Iconoclasm:  
Consent, Conception, and Pregnancy

Coming back to Photius’s eloquent homily, we can now better appreciate 
the deep interest in Mary’s consent and its nuanced handling by an erudite 
thinker. Further on in the discourse between Gabriel and Mary, Photius re-
turns once again to Mary’s prudent hesitation:

But what did the most holy Virgin reply to this? Was she immediately softened 
by these words, and having opened her ears wide with pleasure, did she al-
low her thoughts to give consent [sygkatathesin] without scrutiny? Not at all. 
But what says she? “Now I know clearly that you describe to me conception, 
pregnancy, and the birth of a son, but you have increased my perplexity all the 
more. For how shall this happen to me, seeing that I know not a man? For ev-
ery birth comes from intercourse with a man, while abstention from relations 
with a man does not so much as permit me to hear of conception.48

Once again, Photius reiterates Mary’s reluctance to willingly give her 
consent to bearing a child, as indicated by the term sygkatathesin. This 
word can be understood in the contexts both of cognitive assent and of 
consent to sexual intercourse or marriage. In the early eleventh century, for 
example, the prominent jurist Eustathios Romaios comments in the con-
text of a complex case in which a man sought to dissolve his marriage on 
charges of incestuous abduction and adultery that a woman’s character is 
won more “by flattery than by force”; thus, one seeking to have a woman 
agree to marriage and sex know that “by kindness he may draw her to con-
sent [sygkatathesin].” 49 Photius is evidently quite attuned to the term’s sex-
ual and cognitive implications, understanding that, in the case of Mary, 
impregnation results not from her consent to the physical act of sex but 
rather from her cognitive assent.

When Mary acknowledges that Gabriel “describes to me conception, 
pregnancy, and the birth of a son,” Photius is subtly punning. The word 
first used for “conception” (syllepsin) has the same resonance here as in En-
glish, both intellectual and sexual. Photius then reinvokes conception with 
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the less ambiguous term “pregnancy” (kuophorian), which literally means 
“fetus carrying,” and concludes with “birth of a son” (huion  .  .  . tokon), 
thereby referring not only to her pregnancy but also to her identity as the 
“God-bearer,” the Theotokos. The word that Photius uses for “describes,” 
logographeis—literally, “word inscribing”—is particularly appropriate, since  
the Annunciation seeks to inscribe Christ, the Logos. The cognitive actions 
of perception and cognition’s unfolding are here thus restaged as leading to 
the consummation—the Incarnation of the Word.

In Stoic theories of perception, it was the “cognitive impression” (katalēp­
tikē phantasia) that passed on from the senses to the mind, manifesting it-
self to a person as a self-evident and striking marker of truth that, thereby, 
“pulls one to assent [sygkatathesin]” to the reality it depicts.50 Photius’s play 
on sensation and perception as analogous to conception is evident in the fi-
nal line of this excerpt, where Mary demonstrates her virginal chastity by 
saying that her abstinence “does not so much as permit me to hear of con-
ception.” This suggests not only (once again) a connection between percep-
tion and pregnancy but also that her mind is as virginal as her womb. That 
Photius carefully alludes to the notion of her virgin ears is important, for 
the idea that Mary conceived through the ear became well-established over 
the course of the fifth century, authoritatively promoted by the works of 
Proclus of Constantinople in particular.51 The idea’s continued popularity 
is demonstrated by its appearance in the poetry and sermons of such fig-
ures as the sixth-century Romanus the Melodist, Abraham of Ephesus, and 
Anastasius of Antioch, as well as in the early seventh- and eighth-century 
works of Sophronius of Jerusalem and Andrew of Crete, respectively.

However, the idea also presented a series of possible problems regarding 
Mary’s consent. That one could copulate nonconsensually through the ear 
was in fact seen as a possibility in the Coptic world, attested to by a series of 
hieratic spells specifically intended to prevent rape via the ear.52 The belief 
has some precedent in the ancient Greek world; the unwitting pronounce-
ment of sexualized statements during the act of reading aloud might be 
seen as a form of sexual penetration without one’s previous consent.53 If 
the question of Mary’s consent centers on the point at which she conceives 
during the course of the Annunciation narrative, then the issue is as much 
when it occurs as how it occurs. If she conceived by hearing, then one must 
decide whether she conceived at Gabriel’s “Hail” or at some later moment. 
The play between her heard reception of words and her reception of Christ, 
the Word of God, was an important trope. Early Christian thinkers pro-
posed various answers to the problem of when she conceived, finding in all 
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the senses metaphors for a conception that occurs without sexual touch. 
In the Coptic tradition, Pseudo-Demetrius of Antioch suggests that Mary 
became pregnant from a sweet odor emanating from the angel.54 Pseudo-
Epiphanius and Cyril of Rakote propose that Mary conceived through the 
mouth, envisioning a conception through taste and consumption.55 Even 
vision was seen as a possible medium: for example, in the second-century 
pseudepigraphal Martyrdom and Ascension of Isaiah, Mary saw with her 
eyes a small child and thus went on to conceive the Christ.56 All these in-
terpreters seek to use sensation and perception as a model for articulating 
a form of contact akin to intercourse but with minimal physical contact.57 
The four senses they invoke—sight, taste, smell, and hearing—apprehend 
external sensory objects without physical touch and are thus the perfect 
metaphors for a conception that occurred without conventional sexual 
intercourse.

Given the aurality of the Annunciation and the subsequent Incarnation 
of the Word of God, hearing provided the most apt metaphor for represent-
ing this nonhaptic intercourse. However, because the angel leaves Mary im-
mediately after her spoken consent, she could not have conceived through 
the literal speech of Gabriel. Furthermore, as his words make clear, Ga-
briel speaks both of the conception and of its cause—the visitation of the 
Holy Spirit—in the future tense. Thus, to say that Mary conceived simply 
by hearing the angel’s greeting or other speech alone would preempt the 
possibility of her giving consent to Gabriel. In Photius’s homily, the even-
tual assent of Mary serves as the climax of the oration, taking center stage 
in this dramatic narrative:

Such things the archangel was saying, drawing the spotless maiden to consent. 
But to this what was the reply of the honored virgin, the heavenly chamber, 
the holy mountain, the sealed fountain, kept for Him only who had sealed it? 
“Since,” says she, “you have clearly explained that the Holy Ghost shall come 
upon me, I no longer demur, I no longer object . . . Behold the handmaid of the 
Lord: be it unto me according to your word. Let your words be fulfilled upon 
me in the act. Let your words be unto me in accordance with the deeds.” 58

Photius’s repeated use of the word sygkatathesis, with its cognitive impli-
cations, to denote her consent is noteworthy, particularly in the context of 
his earlier play on mental and fetal conception. This language suggests that 
Mary conceives through the action of consent itself, which manifests not 
only as her cognitive assent to Gabriel’s message but also her consent to be 
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visited by the Holy Spirit. These two forms of assent/consent reach their 
fulfillment only at the end of the Annunciation when she asserts, as Luke 
recounts, “let it be with me according to your word.”

For Photius, Mary’s words enacted the Incarnation, in accordance with 
the specific terms clearly outlined by the angel, terms that she has virtu-
ously considered at length. By no means was Mary’s consent presumed, 
coerced, or violated by the actions of the angel or the Holy Spirit. This in-
terpretation assuaged contemporary cultural concerns in Byzantium not 
only with consent itself but also with the importance of consent being ar-
rived at willingly and without coercion, particularly when marriage is in-
volved.59 Therefore, for Photius, the Incarnation could not occur through 
any form of sensory contact alone. Instead, congruent with the narrative 
found in Luke, the moment was manifested through Mary’s speech act, 
which evinces her resolve and the upshot of her careful consideration. This 
is an important break with the earlier tradition. That the “conception, in-
deed, was through the sense of hearing,” 60 was confirmed in John of Da-
mascus’s mid-eighth-century tome Exposition of the Faith, which enjoyed 
immense popularity throughout Byzantium and served as a source on mat-
ters ranging from antiquity’s writings on the natural world to the Church’s 
teachings.

The Annunciation in Later Byzantium:  
Perception, Conception, and Judgment

At the turn of the thirteenth century, Nicholas Mesarites offers an insight-
ful approach to the matter of Mary’s conception through hearing by build-
ing on the play between mental and sexual conception, as did Photius before 
him. In his description of the Church of Holy Apostles in Constantinople, 
Nicholas turns his attention to the depiction of the Annunciation upon the 
walls of the church and recounts the various elements of the scene. Con-
templating the figure of Mary, he provides an intricate sketch of the process 
of her consent, staging it as the unfolding of sensory perception:

The word comes to the hearing of the Virgin, and enters through it to the 
brain; the intelligence which is seated in the brain at once lays hold upon what 
comes to it, recognizes the matter by its perception, and then communicates to 
the heart itself what it had understood. The heart is immediately agitated, and 
debates begin to rise up to the maiden’s heart as she debates, in virtuous fash-
ion, what the greeting means. And she already turns to careful examination of 
the greeting; for the Virgin was truly maidenly, not merely in her person but 
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even in her very thoughts, and she requests the messenger to describe clearly 
the manner of the conception . . . She yields herself wholly to the conception 
of the Word, which is beyond thought and speech—for she calls herself a ser-
vant, possessing no desire which opposes the fulfillment of the wish of the 
Lord—and the Word of God at once, as one might say, undergoes the act of 
incarnation.61

In this psychological portrait of Mary’s path toward consent, Nicholas puts 
to use his own nuanced understanding of sensory perception and cogni-
tion; his keen grasp of antique and late antique teachings on medicine, 
physiology, and psychology is displayed throughout his description. In the 
Annunciation narrative, he regales his reader with a technical explanation 
of the organs and processes through which the mind comes to apprehend 
and comprehend the information given to it through sensation.

Compare this characterization of Mary’s perceptual process to that es-
poused elsewhere in the text. Recounting the types of chatter engaged in 
by medical students in the courtyards in front of the church, Nicholas de-
scribes these students congregating in a leisurely way around the stone wa-
ter trough, where they debate such things as:

whether the power of feeling, in all the organs of sense, gets its strength from 
the brain, or whether for some objects the seat of the faculty is the brain, 
which receives the objects of sensation, while for others it is the heart, so that 
sight and hearing transmit to the brain the first contacts with the objects of 
sensation, and from it obtain distinction among the objects, while touch and 
taste and smell refer to the heart sensations as soon as they encounter them, 
and, when the heart has first made its decision, they themselves are then af-
fected and participate in the sensation along with it.62

Looking at these two snapshots of perceptual processes, we see that Nich-
olas is following antique teachings regarding the unfolding of perception; 
these are related in a variety of works, including Nemesius of Emesa’s late 
fourth-century treatise On the Nature of Man and even John of Damas-
cus’s Exposition of the Faith.63 This cognitive process loosely unfolds in five 
main steps. First, the senses acquire the sensation of a thing, and second, 
some faculty makes a preliminary assessment of it to discern a given ob-
ject’s identity—as Nicholas says, so as to “obtain distinction among the ob-
jects.” This step enables one to distinguish, for example, a man from a cow. 
Third, the imagination visualizes the object; and fourth, thinking makes a 
judgment to ascertain the truth and accuracy of that visualization, which 
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enables the possibility of assent, as the Stoics described. In the fifth and fi-
nal stage, these imprints of perception are stored in memory.

Nicholas abridges this process somewhat, choosing to focus more on 
the physiology behind perception. He argues that the objects of hearing 
and sight first are processed by the brain to make those initial distinc-
tions between them. Then they are sent to the heart for further judgment, 
which in turn enables the perceiver to be “affected and participate in the 
sensation”—a step that seemingly corresponds to the judgment enacted 
for the sake of cognitive assent. But taste and smell are sensations that go 
straight to the heart, since they presumably require less scrutiny. Turning 
to the process undertaken by Mary, we can now appreciate how Nicholas 
has chosen to stage the narrative of the Annunciation as a drama unfolding 
within the perceptual processes of Mary’s psyche. The focus placed on the 
heart indicates that the story is mainly rooted in matters of judgment. Her 
heart, the seat of judgment, is said to be agitated, and debates arise there as 
she carefully and virtuously investigates the nature of the angel’s greeting. 
When she does assent to its truth and veracity, the Word immediately “un-
dergoes the act of incarnation.” Although Nicholas, unlike Photius before 
him, does not use the term consent/assent (sygkatathesis) at any point, his 
emphasis on perceptual process tells us that Mary’s consent occurs at the 
exact moment that she assents. This consent is certainly willing since the 
focus on her faculty of judgment underscores that there was no coercion 
here, and she is understood at the end as “possessing no desire which op-
poses the fulfillment of the wish of the Lord.” In other words, her consent 
is full and all-encompassing at the moment she acknowledges the truth 
and veracity of Gabriel’s tidings. Though the mechanisms are similar, for 
Nicholas, the process of perception results not in the depositing of the sen-
sory imprints for future recollection in the storehouses of the memory but 
rather in the incarnation of that word in the womb.

In staging the incarnation perceptually, Nicholas is able to retain the 
notion that Mary conceived through hearing—not through the sensation 
of mere sound but rather through the unfolding of aural perception. The 
tidings of the angel entered her ear, were received by her brain, and were 
carefully debated by her heart; and when she assented to their truth, she 
spoke her consent aloud and “at once” the incarnation occurred. The In-
carnation of the Christ occurs through cognition, which began with the 
sensory inputs of the ear, but neither the mere sound of the angel’s voice 
nor its message alone enacted the incarnation. In other words, Nicholas is 
able to avoid a potential doctrinal issue raised by the “conception through 
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hearing” thesis by placing the agency of that conception within the realm 
of Mary’s virtuous and keen intellect.64

Nicholas’s physiological depiction sheds further light on the nuances 
found within the parallels drawn by Photius between cognitive assent and 
Mary’s consent to conception. By focusing on the human physiology that 
makes this all possible, Nicholas demonstrates the depth of this parallelism. 
By putting it in the context of theories on human psychology that stretch 
back into antiquity and that were widely popular in both the pre- and post-
Iconoclastic periods, Nicholas shows that the parallel between cognitive 
assent and Mary’s consent goes far beyond the terminology of assent and 
consent (sygkatathesis) alone.

The broader debate on the precise moment and manner of Mary’s con-
ception continued to engross theologians and scholars throughout these 
centuries. In one case, the twelfth-century theologian Michael Glykas 
turned his attention to this matter in a work dedicated to explicating the 
gaps, contradictions, and missing pieces of biblical stories. Michael’s argu-
ment is based on a close scrutiny of the text of Luke, which speaks to the 
timing and unfolding of the Annunciation. Michael begins his study by 
stating resolutely that the conception does not occur at the same time that 
Gabriel spoke the “Hail”; rather, he maintains that it is only with Mary’s 
“consent” (synkatathesin) to the angel’s words that she conceives.65 Using 
Luke 2:21, which recounts how the angel had called Jesus’s name “before 
he was conceived in the womb,” Michael offers further evidence to confirm 
the careful and precise timing of the incarnation without ambiguity, con-
ception follows Mary’s consent and the conclusion of the angel’s discourse. 
Here consent is structured not only as a temporal matter but also as an is-
sue clearly explicated and consistently reiterated throughout the Gospels. 
Michael chastises those who would place the incarnation before the com-
pletion of the discourse and before Mary’s consent for not knowing the 
scriptures and thus diverging from their teachings.66

The Emphasis on Consent and Will in Later Byzantium

In the fourteenth century, Nicholas Cabasilas provides what is perhaps the 
most emphatic and developed argument regarding the timing of the incar-
nation. In his homily on the Annunciation, Nicholas does more than stress 
that the Incarnation of the Word occurs after Mary’s consent—he focuses 
on the absolute necessity of consent rather than on timing and biblical ac-
curacy. Discussing the salvation of humanity through Christ’s Incarna-
tion, Nicholas explains that it would not have been possible “had she not 
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believed and given her consent [synthemenēs].” 67 The verb used for consent 
here is syntithēmi, which has the same root as the noun sygkatathesis used 
by the other writers. Nicholas then elaborates: while God descended in the 
form of the Holy Spirit when Mary sought to learn more regarding her con-
ception, the deed was not accomplished until she was “persuaded and [had] 
accepted the offer.” Further on, Nicholas even adds that the incarnation 
was not only the action of the Father but also required “the will [thelēseos] 
and faith of the Virgin,” whom God made a common “participant concern-
ing this decision.” 68

Nicholas clearly and repeatedly stresses God’s respect for Mary’s right to 
choose whether to bear the child. Nicholas’s words read like a modern de-
fense of sexual and reproductive consent:

And, thus, God having taught and persuaded her, he makes her a mother, 
borrows flesh from her with her knowledge and desire; in order that just 
as he willingly was conceived, it might come to pass for the mother in the 
same manner: so that she might conceive willingly, and desiring it, become 
a mother by voluntary decision.69

Whereas earlier authors chose to emphasize the temporal importance of 
the incarnation or the necessity of Mary’s consent, Nicholas goes further 
and insists that this consent is not produced by inevitability, coercion, or 
force. It is completely voluntary. Beyond the use of the specific term “con-
sent” (sygkatathesis), sexual consent in Byzantine sources is more loosely 
communicated by an indication of a person’s willing (thelein) or desiring 
(boulesthai) to partake in the act. For example, as noted in the introduc-
tion, in the early seventh-century narrative of the life of St. Mary of Egypt, 
when the saint recounts how in her younger days she used to live a life of 
sin, she describes forcefully raping men—having sex with them “against 
their will” (mē thelontas).70 In the homily, Nicholas uses similar terms to 
stress that Mary is acting with “knowledge” (eiduias), that she is “will-
ing” (hekousa) and “desiring” (boulomenes), that the choice is “voluntary” 
(ethelousios). As a conspirator with God, Mary is said to offer herself, just 
as Christ offers himself.

Nicholas uses Mary’s active role as a co-worker in the salvation of hu-
manity as a springboard to reflect both on the earlier accusations aimed at 
the primordial Eve’s deceitful consent, as well as Mary’s own virtuous delib-
eration as Eve’s antitype. Indeed, Nicholas portrays Eve’s birth as brought 
about by a God who did not seek out proper consent. For Nicholas, Mary’s 
birth is tainted by the Old Testament God’s use of the unconscious Adam:
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On the one hand, Adam concerning his rib, from which Eve was to be built, 
God did not foretell, nor did he persuade, but removing by force his sensation, 
then he robbed him of the limb. On the other hand, concerning the Virgin he 
taught her beforehand, and then waited for her trust, then he proceeded to  
the deed.71

Eve was rash in consenting to the Serpent, but Adam before her was not 
even offered the opportunity to consent to her creation. Nicholas states that 
the rib was “stolen” from him after being knocked unconscious by God, 
struck out of his senses. Nicholas thus reworks the narratives of Eve’s adul-
tery or rape found in the gnostic and apocryphal writings, locating the mis-
conduct and the use of force in the actions of God.

God’s actions are explicitly depicted by Nicholas as a violation of Adam: 
God does not warn (proeipen) Adam about what he is going to do, he does 
not persuade Adam (pepeiken), and he forcefully makes Adam unconscious 
(aphelon) and robs him (apesula). This language is pointed and unambig-
uous, systematically depicting the rape of Adam—God does not ask for 
consent, Adam is forcefully placed in a situation in which he is unable to 
resist, and he is violated, literally stripped of his flesh. The structural paral-
lels of the next sentence, depicting the case of Mary, deliberately rely on the 
Adam narrative to demonstrate how Mary’s story undoes the sins of Ad-
am’s creation—God teaches (didaxas) her beforehand, crucially waits (ana­
meinas) for her consent, and only then proceeds to do the deed. The figure 
of Mary likewise undoes Eve’s narratives by systematically and inversely re-
performing the various elements, from the accusations of adultery and rape 
to her willing consent.

Consent and the Annunciation in Art

Telling counterparts to Mary’s consent can be observed in visual culture. 
Consider, for instance, the exceptional icon of the Annunciation at Sinai 
from the late twelfth century (fig. 1.2). There, we see Mary seated upon a 
throne before an architectural setting, spinning wool (as she is often de-
picted). Gabriel approaches her, his garb and legs rippling and contorting 
as if he has just arrived upon the scene. The angel’s right hand gestures 
toward Mary in an allusion to an act of speech, indicating the greeting. 
Mary’s arms turn inward, across her body, her left hand grasping her veil 
in alarmed surprise. Beneath her feet an undulating landscape appears as a 
microcosm of the land and seas below, filled with creatures of all varieties 
that seem to be extolling the good news unfolding above. Temporally, the 



1.2. Annunciation Icon, St. Catherine’s Monastery, Mount Sinai, Egypt.
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icon presents its challenges: Gabriel has just arrived; Mary’s gestures indi-
cate that she is startled and silent; and yet the Holy Spirit in the form of a 
dove already is diving down from heaven toward her head, suggesting that 
she will conceive through the ear by the spirit simultaneously with Gabri-
el’s greeting.

Even more startling is the fact that the Christ child has begun to take 
form within Mary. Over her womb, in a subtle grisaille nearly invisible to 
the human eye, we can see a ghostly form (fig. 1.3). Unlike images that pre
sent her with the Christ child as an embodied figure, in a sort of medallion 
over her torso, the fetus here foreshadows what is to occur—a proleptic im-
age of the incarnation that is about to happen. The angel has only begun his 
greeting, the Holy Spirit is midway through its descent, Mary has not yet 
offered her consent, and yet apparently a child is already radiating from her 
womb through her flesh and garb. It would seem that here the challenges 
of the Annunciation’s temporality are echoed in homiletic art, capturing in 
one instant the narrative whole of the story. Moving from left to right, we 
can observe the progression from greeting, descent of the Holy Spirit, and 
incarnation, yet the icon makes no effort to emphasize her consent.

That the Annunciation in art might have implicit associations with rape 
should not be overlooked. In order to appreciate this connection, we must 

1.3. Detail of Christ in the 
Womb from Annuncia-
tion Icon, St. Catherine’s 
Monastery, Mount Sinai, 
Egypt.
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understand how to identify and define depictions of rape in art. Rape im-
agery is varied and can be difficult to parse out. For instance, the iconog-
raphy of rape might involve the forceful grasping of the wrist of the victim, 
suggesting that they are being carried off without consent.72 This gesture 
is usually shown in images of the Levite handing over his concubine to 
the men of Gibeah. In a late eleventh-century anthology of sermons, a pa­
negyrikon now at Mount Athos, the forceful grasping of the wrist is viv-
idly combined with the molestation of the woman’s breasts as she is being 
dragged along (fig. 1.4). Another way of communicating nonconsensual 
sexual advances, in iconography similar to that of the unwanted grasp, was 
to represent a figure turning away from their predator with a theatrical 
contortion. In the late ninth-century copy of the Sacra Parallela—the only 
known illustrated copy of this compilation of theological and ascetic texts 
associated with John of Damascus—we find two telling depictions of men’s 
unrequited advances toward women who are retaliated against with accu-
sations of immodesty, punishment, and rape.

In one instance, the manuscript depicts the rape of Tamar by her half-
brother Amnon (2 Samuel 13; fig. 1.5). In the text Amnon feigns being sick so 
that she might tend to him and make him food, then demands that she sleep 
with him; after her refusal he rapes her and sends her home, full of hatred 
because of her rejection. Here, the Sacra Parallela shows him talking to her 
with his left hand raised in a gesture of speech, while his right hand force-
fully grasps her. Tamar’s cloak has fallen off her head, revealing her neck-
lace and bound hair, manifesting the rapist’s attack on her virginal chastity. 
Below this episode, the artist has chosen to depict her expulsion from the 
house. There, Amnon stands in the doorway casting her out, again with his 
hand raised to indicate his proclamation. Tamar, on the other hand, recoils 
away. Her head and hands are covered by her veil and her body contorts to 
gaze back at her youthful rapist, her brows furrowed with grief and hands 
raised up to her head.

Just a couple of folios later, the artist presents us with another noncon-
sensual sexual advance—the scene of the nude Susanna bathing in her gar-
den while being stalked by lecherous old men, who threaten to blackmail 
her unless she has sex with them (Daniel 13; fig. 1.6). After she resists their 
advances, the old men go on to accuse her of illicitly consorting with a 
young man. The Sacra Parallela depicts these two voyeuristic creeps with 
long gray hair and beards, peering out from a ditch in the ground where 
they have hidden themselves; they are shown once again propositioning Su-
sanna after they have emerged from hiding. One of them forcefully grasps 
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her right bicep, to her clear shock and alarm. Susanna’s face is poignantly 
twisted with fear, and the hand of her grasped arm is open as if in reflexive 
reaction to this sudden and unwanted touch. She sits upon a golden bench, 
turned away from the men but now contorting to look back at them, while 
she holds an ivory comb in her left hand. The man’s left hand is raised, in-
dicating his lewd and unwanted proposition.

These bodily gestures and contortions, as well as the overall composi-
tion of the scene, are reminiscent of the body language and setting of most 

1.4. The Levite Handing Over 
the Concubine. Mount Athos, 
Esphigmenou Monastery, 
Panegyrikon (Cod. 14), fol. 416r.
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1.5. Rape of Tamar. Paris, Biblio-
thèque Nationale de France, Sacra 
Parallela (Par. gr. 923), fol. 372r.

Byzantine Annunciation scenes. Over the more than a millennium of Byz-
antine art, these depictions of Mary oscillate between the serene seated 
figure facing front, who carefully listens to the angel with calm and dili-
gence (as in the Sinai icon), and her tense and contorted side-facing pos-
ture, which articulates her fear and hesitation. In the latter examples, the 
parallels with the choices made by the Sacra Parallela’s artist in depict-
ing nonconsensual advances are striking. To be sure, in the Annunciation 
scenes there is no forceful grasp or any sort of physical contact between 
Mary and the angel; that would overstep the bounds of the narrative itself. 
But the proposition of the angel who comes in unannounced and startles 
Mary echoes the intrusion of the elders upon Susanna’s toilette. Moreover, 
the anguished postures of both Susanna’s sitting and Tamar’s expulsion 
recall the stance of Mary, who is frequently shown turned away from her 
angel-suitor, twisting back to look at him and often recoiling into herself 
with a slightly hunched pose. At the arrival of the angel Mary seems to con-
tort the entirety of her body, startled and overcome with fear. That the sud-
den and unexpected appearance of an unknown male figure in a woman’s 
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home might have sparked a fear of rape is hardly a point that requires his-
torical substantiation; nevertheless, the point is repeatedly expressed in the 
various hymns and homilies that we have surveyed here.

The Unfolding of Mary’s Consent in Art

In a complex enmeshing of word and image, the early twelfth-century 
homilies of the monk James Kokkinobaphos on Mary carefully articulate 
her fear and hesitation through an overwrought narrative and the contin-
ued repetition of Annunciation scenes until her final consent.73 James re-
counts how the angel sneaked into her home before taking on corporeal 
form, watching Mary without her knowledge as she performed household 
tasks (fig. 1.7). This hidden gaze echoes the scopophilic gaze of the lecher-
ous elders in the story of Susanna, though here it ultimately extolls the ob-
ject’s virtue and chastity rather than seeking to undo it. Derived from the 
Protoevangelium of James (section 11), the angel tries to not startle Mary; he 
speaks to her outside before taking on human form in the belief that a voice 
heard coming from inside the house is more disturbing (fig. 1.8). Yet Mary 
is deeply shaken and troubled; James describes her as determined to finish 

1.6. Susanna and the Elders. Paris, 
Bibliothèque Nationale de France, 
Sacra Parallela (Par. gr. 923), fol. 373v.



1.8. Mary at the Well and Mary Inside. Vatican City, Biblioteca Apostolica Vaticana, 
Homilies of James Kokkinobaphos (Vat. gr. 1162), fol. 117v. © 2019 Biblioteca Apostolica 
Vaticana.

1.7. Arrival of Gabriel. Vatican City, Biblioteca Apostolica Vaticana, Homilies of James 
Kokkinobaphos (Vat. gr. 1162), fol. 115v. © 2019 Biblioteca Apostolica Vaticana.
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her work with “her heart still trembling and palpitating, with pallor drain-
ing her cheeks, and with all her limbs trembling violently.” 74

From here, the reader is lead to the formal beginning of the Annun-
ciation, as described in the Gospel, and encounters the scene of the An-
nunciation as expected. Thus, the figure of Mary that we find is one that 
has been visibly disturbed by the angel’s intrusion: we see an architectural 
backdrop before which Gabriel hurls himself toward Mary. She is seated 
facing away from him, spinning thread with her hand raised, much like Su-
sanna’s raised hand holding a comb in the Sacra Parallela, and Mary turns 
to look back at her intruder. Her shoulders recoil away from the angel, and 
even the stool upon which she sits is curved up as if mystically fleeing his 
advances. Gabriel’s hand, of course, is raised in the usual speech gesture, 
and it is difficult to ignore parallels with the visual language used to depict 
Amnon driving out Tamar after raping her. My point is not that the artist 
was in any way quoting the Sacra Parallela, but rather that this visual rhet-
oric shared across various themes seems to come from their common de-
sire to capture the nonconsensual, violent advances of a suitor. More than 
likely, the Annunciation served as a prototype for the images of Susanna 
and Tamar.

The depiction of the Annunciation in the manuscript of James Kokki-
nobaphos’s homilies does not end there, however. Instead, it drags on for 
many folios as James recounts the unfolding process of Mary’s consent. In 
subsequent instances, the scene is abridged: that is, the architectural back-
drop is replaced by gold ground alone, except directly behind Mary, as if 
the whole world has faded away except for her. Three more Annunciation 
images follow the first—each one featuring the same scene, as if time has 
stopped. Mary’s raised hand is frozen in space, holding that spun thread, as 
she looks back at Gabriel. Captions at the top of each folio mark time, mov-
ing from (1) “the salutation” (fig. 1.9) to (2) “the demonstration of the truth 
of the good-tidings” (fig. 1.10), (3) “the doubts of the Virgin on how she is 
to conceive the Lord” (fig. 1.11), and finally (4) “the releasing of the doubt” 
(fig. 1.12). Throughout this process, as we have come to expect, Mary cross-
examines the angel, inquiring as to the nature of the birth and stressing her 
attachment to her virginity over the birth of any king.

James’s understanding of exactly when incarnation takes place is diffi-
cult to parse, adhering as it does to the early writers’ conflation of present 
and future that seems to lessen the force of her consent. In one instance, for 
example, as Mary draws close to her eventual consent after the final An-
nunciation miniature, James writes: “and from you the one who is ineffably 



1.9. The Salutation. Vatican City, Biblioteca Apostolica Vaticana, Homilies of James Kok
kinobaphos (Vat. gr. 1162), fol. 118r. © 2019 Biblioteca Apostolica Vaticana.

1.10. The Demonstration of the Truth of the Good-Tidings. Vatican City, Biblioteca  
Apostolica Vaticana, Homilies of James Kokkinobaphos (Vat. gr. 1162), fol. 122r.  
© 2019 Biblioteca Apostolica Vaticana.



1.12. The Releasing of the Doubt. Vatican City, Biblioteca Apostolica Vaticana, Homilies  
of James Kokkinobaphos (Vat. gr. 1162), fol. 126r. © 2019 Biblioteca Apostolica Vaticana.

1.11. The Doubts of the Virgin on How She Is to Conceive. Vatican City, Biblioteca Apos-
tolica Vaticana, Homilies of James Kokkinobaphos (Vat. gr. 1162), fol. 124r. © 2019 
Biblioteca Apostolica Vaticana.



The Virgin’s Consent  /  51

residing in you shall become incarnate.” 75 Clearly, there is a strict distinc-
tion between Christ’s incarnation (sarkōthēsetai) and his “encampment” 
(kataskēnōn) within Mary, suggesting a possible nuance to the temporal 
discrepancy between her pregnancy and Christ’s presence within her. Yet, 
without a doubt, the deed is not completed until Mary consents.76

James Kokkinobaphos celebrates the moment in which Mary gives her 
vocal consent majestically, as the sequence of images of the Annunciation 
iconography culminates in a miniature captioned: “The prayer and consent 
[sygkatathesis] to the conception” (fig. 1.13). Here, we witness a compression 
of the same Annunciation setup: the space between Mary and the angel is 
greatly reduced, occupying one half of the painting, while on the right side 
the heavenly hosts rejoice at her consent to the Annunciation. The text of 
the homily that appears after the miniature reads, “The spiritual potentiali-
ties were leaping, when they heard the message.” 77 Eight angels, aligned in a 
quasi-zigzag formation, seem to be telling each other the good news, trans-
mitting it up to the heavenly ranks from her lips to the divine. It is clear 
that without Mary’s consent, nothing could happen, and thus the news is 
received with joy and exaltation.

But note that in this moment, the iconography of the Annunciation 
scene is again unaltered. This is telling, not only as it represents the culmi-
nation of the arduous intellectual process of assent through which readers 
have made their way over the course of the hymn, but also because it speaks 
to the temporal expanse encompassed by the Annunciation itself. Looking 
back at that intriguing progression in the Sinai icon—from the arrival of 
Gabriel to the descent of the spirit to the incarnation of Christ—we can ap-
preciate that the image of the Annunciation could capture this wide tempo-
ral spectrum. Such an icon encompasses not only the salutation but also the 
entirety of the narrative of the Annunciation from start to finish, which is 
why it might simultaneously depict the greeting and incarnation in a single 
moment. This type of simultaneous narrative is seen throughout Byzantine 
art, expressed more explicitly in scenes such as the Nativity by the repeti-
tion of figures, as when the Christ child is simultaneously depicted in his 
crib and bath. In the Kokkinobaphos homily, we see this duplication in the 
scene where Mary is at the left drawing water into a jar from the well and at 
the right entering her home with the same jar (fig. 1.8).

Given this expanse of time, it was imperative for the artist of these hom-
ilies to emphasize the temporal complexity of the scene. By repeating the 
image monotonously, the artist underscores for the viewer-reader the com-
plex unfolding of consent that occurred within the familiar scene. Hence, 
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the concluding image of the rejoicing heavenly hosts does the work of em-
phasizing that only then—after Mary’s consent was offered up—was Christ 
incarnated and the Annunciation scene ended. This stress is made even 
clearer in the final scene in this homily, which depicts “Gabriel’s ascent to 
heaven” (fig. 1.14). There, the familiar figure of Gabriel who has accompa-
nied Mary for so long now flies past her, ascending into heaven. His size 
is diminished to suggest he is far away; moreover, he is now to the right of 
her, as if he has just zoomed past her. Mary remains in her same contorted 

1.13. The Prayer and Consent to the Conception. Vatican City, Biblioteca Apostolica Vaticana, Hom-
ilies of James Kokkinobaphos (Vat. gr. 1162), fol. 127v. © 2019 Biblioteca Apostolica Vaticana.
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pose, but flipped: rather than looking to the left, where he once was, she 
now faces to the right of the miniature. Gabriel approaches the throne of 
God, empty because the Holy Spirit has entered Mary’s womb. The ranks of 
angels stand in adoration before the empty throne, leaving little doubt that 
God has left to become ensconced within human flesh.

Focusing on Mary’s childhood and upbringing, the six homilies of 
James climax not with the birth of Christ but rather with the Annuncia-
tion in the fifth homily and, finally, Mary’s response to and vindication of 

1.14. The Ascent of Gabriel. Vatican City, Biblioteca Apostolica Vaticana, Homilies of James Kokki-
nobaphos (Vat. gr. 1162), fol. 130v. © 2019 Biblioteca Apostolica Vaticana.
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charges of immodesty and rape made against her after the conception. This 
manuscript was more than likely the commission of a wealthy and learned 
female patron, specifically sebastokratorissa Eirene.78 Although two illumi-
nated copies from the same workshop exist, we have examined only the 
one at the Vatican; the two are nearly identical in their iconography and 
composition, but the copy in Paris is half the size. Their extensive corre-
spondence demonstrates that Eirene had a long-standing relationship with 
James, and the style, lavishness, and composition of these manuscripts are 
in keeping with her other commissions. Moreover, the subject and scope 
of the homilies on Mary emphasize Eirene’s position as a well-bred aris-
tocratic woman, as they unfold before palatial settings. While most of the 
other homilies in the series are found in compilations of patristic sources, 
the fifth homily appears to have no extant source, suggesting that it is the 
work of James Kokkinobaphos himself.79 In other words, this manuscript 
reaches its peak with a woman’s consent and her response to sexual slander 
and invective, matters that would have certainly been highly resonant for 
aristocratic women in Constantinople. Perfectly capturing the dynamics 
discussed here, the Kokkinobaphos manuscript brings together the chal-
lenges posed by sexual consent in Mary’s story and nudges us toward the 
lived social dynamics of Constantinopolitan women concerning matters of 
sexuality, sexual consent, and reproductive choice in Byzantium. Thus, the 
illuminated manuscript of James Kokkinobaphos’s homilies on Mary pre
sents a potent visual representation of the importance of Mary’s consent, 
displaying through a careful progression in iconography not only the un-
folding of that consent but clarifying that this process is already condensed 
within any image of the Annunciation, which, while depicting the greeting, 
recalls to the viewer the entire salvific history that follows.

In Christian doctrine, the salvation of humanity is marked by three crit-
ical moments of consent: God’s condescension (synkatabasis) to become 
flesh in the Christ, Mary’s consent before Gabriel to the Incarnation, and 
Christ’s consent in Gethsemane to the Passion. While the blood of Christ 
upon Golgotha seals the deal of salvation, it is these earlier acts of con-
sent that make possible the salvation fulfilled in the Resurrection. When 
consent is stressed as the source of Christian salvation, we can shift emo-
tional focus from the sacrifice of Christ to the willing actions of Christ and 
Mary who consent to this suffering.80 These matters were foundational to 
Christian thought, which set out a history of salvation that emphasizes the 
prudence of Mary as she suspiciously questions the angel, before willingly 
consenting to her impregnation by the Holy Spirit.
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Examining the divide between modern and medieval forms of affective 
piety connected to the Crucifixion, Amy Hollywood notes that the claim 
that Christ’s sufferings at the Passion derive their efficacy from their ex-
ceptional nature is “historically, theologically, and ethically untenable.” In 
Hollywood’s view, what is exceptional is that Christ “would willingly un-
dergo suffering in solidarity with the suffering of others.” 81 In this modern 
context, the Passion and Crucifixion are testaments of consent that hark 
back to the actions of Mary in the Annunciation, and even those of God in 
the decision to take on human flesh. Concerns about the origins of Christ’s 
consent to the Passion are anything but modern, however; nor does this 
question pertain to affective piety alone, as Christ’s willing sacrifice for 
others resonates emotionally for the worshipper. This issue has implica-
tions for the very nature of Jesus’s human soul as the medium between the 
human and the divine will of God.82

When Jesus prays in the Garden of Gethsemane, he expresses his hu-
man frailty and hesitation in consenting to what is to come. He asks God 
the Father to “take this cup from me,” as recounted in the synoptic Gos-
pels (Luke 22:42; Mark 14:36; Matthew 26:39). In the typology of the sac-
rificial lamb, Christ is led to be slaughtered for the sins of humanity; but 
unlike the lamb, he goes voluntarily, and it is precisely his consent to the 
will of God that cleanses sin. The Gospels do not allude to the internal, 
psychological tension of Jesus’s hesitation and deliberation in Gethsemane 
as we witnessed with Mary at the Annunciation. Christ nevertheless con-
sents, stating “may your will [thelēma] be done” (Matthew 26:42; cf. Mat-
thew 26:39; Luke 22:42; Mark 14:36). As Jesus gives himself over to the will 
of God, the Gospel text manifests the Passion as having, in a sense, been 
proleptically fulfilled. After the angel strengthens Jesus and he gives his 
verbal consent to the execution of God’s own will, Jesus continues to pray. 
Luke writes: “and his sweat was like drops of blood falling to the ground” 
(Luke 22:44). It is as if, in that moment of consent, the Passion has already 
occurred—the beads of his nervous sweat are transformed into the drops of 
blood from his brow beneath the crown of thorns that he will wear. At the 
moment of Jesus’s consent in Gethsemane, the Passion, Crucifixion, and 
Resurrection are all already immanent. The violations that occurred in the 
garden of Eden are reworked through the consent that occurred in the gar-
den of Gethsemane.

Critically, Christ’s consent to the will of God displays the orthodox reso-
lution to the controversy about monothelitism. According to that doctrine, 
which began to sweep the empire in the fifth century, Christ and the Father 
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possess a single shared will; it was ultimately decreed heretical at the Third 
Council of Constantinople in 681. The fact that the Christ must consent on 
his own to the Crucifixion ultimately demonstrated, as Maximus the Con-
fessor wrote, “that with the duality of his natures there are two wills [thelē­
seis] and two actions [energeiai] respective to the two natures.” 83 What we 
encounter here is not simply that Christ must consent before he can be led 
to slaughter, but that structurally the moment of hesitation is required in 
order to define the two wills of his divine and human natures. In other 
words, had consent not been necessary or articulated, had there been no 
hesitation, the perfect humanity and perfect divinity of Christ would have 
been left unexpressed. Consent thus undergirds the Passion by confirming 
the divine and human personhood of Christ.

In the covenant of salvation wrought by Jesus, the Passion’s bloodshed is 
merely the signature on the contract, a contract written out through a nar-
rative of consent. In John 19:30, upon fulfilling the typologies set forth for 
the Passion, Christ’s final utterance is “It is finished [tetelestai]!” Tetelestai 
suggests less a narrative conclusion or end than a “fulfillment” or “com-
pletion.” In saying “It is fulfilled,” Jesus seals the narrative of consent that 
fulfills the typologies of the Old Testament, working salvation through the 
antitypes set forth before. Structurally, the Christological narrative—from 
the Annunciation to the Passion and Crucifixion—undoes the primordial 
sin of Adam and Eve. But, as in Nicholas Cabasilas’s text, this sin is de-
picted as arising as much from the actions taken by Eve and Adam before 
the tree of knowledge as from a creation born without consent. Adam is be-
gotten outside of any possible consent; Eve is stolen from Adam’s flesh; and 
their offspring are said to evidence the traces of Eve’s own deceits. If Cain 
was said to be born, at least metaphorically, from the various infractions 
of Eve—either hasty consent, adultery, or rape—then Christ comes from 
the same place as Cain, as Proclus of Constantinople states. However, in a 
complete reworking and undoing of the flawed or forced consent of Eve, the 
Christ is unambiguously a product of willing and unforced consent.

Mary’s consent and Christ’s assent to God’s will validate all the other ac-
tions of the narrative. Without those actions, their stories would only have 
echoed those that came before them, and those earlier stories were explic-
itly and consciously advocated against by early Christian and Byzantine 
writers in order to draw the distinction. The importance placed on consent 
grows over the course of the Byzantine period. In a shift from a focus on 
one’s own affective responses to the suffering of Christ—or on Christ’s obe-
dient adherence to an omnipotent God—the importance placed on consent 
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enables one to view the Incarnation as rooted less in sacrifice than in will-
ing consent. We can therefore say with some confidence that this history of 
Christian thought places paramount importance on Mary’s ability to con-
sent to her very impregnation and not just on her right to choose to bear the 
child. These matters are stressed by the language used, which appears to be 
consciously selected precisely because it is also used in discussing consent 
to sex and marriage.

As issues of coercion and forced consent became crucial to Byzantine 
thinking about sexual and matrimonial relations in religious and legal 
spheres, the focus appears to have had a lasting impact on the narrative 
around the Annunciation. Consent comes to be necessarily associated with 
the human soul, tied to matters of will. While the divine need not con-
sent, such consent is necessary because of the human flesh and mind of 
Mary and the human soul and will of Christ. For Byzantine writers from 
the post-Iconoclastic era onward, this consent is not confined only to sex-
ual or spiritual matters, but is also a fundamental stage in human percep-
tion. Without giving consent to that which is passed along by the senses, 
as Nicholas Mesarites eloquently suggests, even perception itself would be 
impossible. Humanity is remade through consent, and consent is funda-
mental to the nature of humanity itself. While the label “Annunciation” 
seems to suggest a scene in which the Virgin Mary is merely informed that 
she will give birth to Christ, in reality the event marks a crucial moment in 
Christian history. It is the sober and willing consent of Mary that enables 
the Incarnation of Christ to work the wonders of salvation. The point to 
take away from this is simple—even God himself asked Mary for consent 
before impregnating her. To look more deeply into this question of sexual 
and reproductive consent, in the next chapter we will consider Byzantine 
approaches to and practices involving terminations of pregnancy and re-
productive choice.
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II. Slut-Shaming an Empress
One time when she [Theodora] went to the house of a notable to entertain 
during drinks, they say that when the eyes of all the diners were upon her she 
mounted the frame of the couch by their feet and unceremoniously lifted up 
her clothes right there and then, not caring in the least that she was making 
a spectacle of her shamelessness. Even though she put three of her orifices 
to work she would impatiently reproach Nature for not making the holes in 
her nipples bigger than they were so that she could devise additional sexual 
positions involving them as well. She was often pregnant, but by using  
almost all known techniques she could induce immediate abortions.

—Procopius, The Secret History 9:17–19 (trans. Anthony Kaldellis)

In his notoriously salacious Secret History, the sixth-century Byz-
antine historian Procopius of Caesarea presents his reader with a vivid 
pornographic account of the empress Theodora’s upbringing and charac-
ter. Procopius recounts her employment as an entertainer and sex worker, 
while also suggesting broader sexual proclivities. The same author who 
provided an intricate, nuanced, and sober purview of the emperor Justin-
ian’s military conquests and patronage in his Wars and Buildings shares 
here a bawdy vision of Justinian and Theodora’s rule as marked by betrayal, 
brutality, and debauchery.1 Nevertheless, the importance of this work in 
medieval history lies neither in its candid image of imperial rule nor in its 
possible documentation of Theodora’s otherwise little-known life (fig. 2.1). 
Procopius’s account is powerful precisely because of how he uses graphic 
sexual detail to attack Theodora through an imposition of shame, a feeling 
that he repeatedly and eloquently reminds his reader was not felt by Theo-
dora herself.

Procopius’s key rhetorical tactic is what today would be called “slut-
shaming,” a process intended to shame and socially ostracize a person for 
their sexual actions, proclivities, or choices. It often includes the leaking 
and disseminating of incriminating pornographic information.2 While 
systemic in the broader culture to police propriety and individuals’ as-
sumed sexual and societal roles, the processes of slut-shaming often are 
used strategically with more specific malicious intentions: the shamer seeks 
to exact retribution for having been romantically scorned or wishes to out 



60  /  chapter ii

a person’s sexual orientation or interests. This process often entails the re-
lease and spread of sexually compromising images, a phenomenon com-
monly referred to as “revenge porn.” Here, my aim is to approach the Secret 
History as the medieval equivalent to revenge porn and to likewise under-
stand the nuanced ways in which Procopius uses slut-shaming as his pri-
mary rhetorical tactic.

Whether the Secret History was read by a large or relatively small audience 
and whether it has any grounding in truth does not matter, because slut-
shaming is a rhetorical practice. It is meant not merely to shame or directly 
harass an individual but also to corrode their respectability and erode their 
support networks. These processes can occur on a large scale—for example, 
the cyberbullying of Monica Lewinsky—or within small communities, as 
when one person sends nude photos of or stories about another person to 
their friends. As we will see, Procopius’s text offers insight into how sexual 
shaming was politically deployed, particularly against marginalized sub-
jects; significantly, his text reveals how this was done not only by Procopius 
himself but also by Theodora, Justinian, and their contemporaries.

In this chapter, I will use the tropes and details in the Secret History to 
consider other contemporaneous nonnormative sexual behaviors and re-
productive practices, such as same-gender intimacies, contraception, and 

2.1. Theodora and Her Entourage. Church of San Vitale, Ravenna, Italy.
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abortion.3 In considering the roles of abortion and contraceptives in the Se­
cret History and contemporaneous medical texts, I am seeking traces of the 
sexual and reproductive choices of Constantinopolitan cis women, activi-
ties often suppressed or neglected in the historical record.

The Slut-Shaming of Theodora

The accounts of Theodora’s sexual activities operated in an established tra-
dition of slander and invective that was grounded on earlier literary tropes 
of fanciful invention and exaggeration for rhetorical effect.4 Procopius’s 
text alludes to earlier invective found in ancient authors and, at times, 
to contemporaneous burlesque performances in late antique Constanti-
nople.5 For example, the late second-century rhetorical text On Types of 
Style by Hermogenes provides a precedent for the earlier quotation about 
Theodora’s three defiled orifices. In a speech attributed to Demosthenes, 
Against Neaira, the second-century author slanders Neaira with the line 
“she plied her trade through three orifices.” 6 Likewise, the following pas-
sage about Theodora’s half-naked performance in the theater betrays clas-
sicizing elements:

Wearing this outfit [a loincloth], then, she would lie down on her back and 
spread herself out on the floor whereupon certain menials, who were hired to 
do this very job, would sprinkle grains all over her genitals. Then the geese, 
which were trained for this purpose, pecked them off one at a time with their 
beaks and ate them.7

Procopius seems to suggest that, with this performance, Theodora was pan-
tomiming the mythological story of Leda and the swan, in which Zeus’s 
copulation with Leda in the form of a swan serves as an excuse to have 
her strip down to a revealing and not-very-effective loincloth while geese 
consumed grains from her body. Such burlesque performances and pan-
tomimes of mythological tales are found across literary and visual arts—
indeed, Juvenal attested to the pantomiming of this very story around 
100 c.e.—thus demonstrating their popularity across social groups. Such 
performances and texts occupied a central place in Constantinopolitan life.8 
By describing Theodora’s actions in ways consistent with contemporary lit-
erary tropes and popular performances, Procopius increased his attack’s 
readability and thus more effectively associated Theodora with the bawd-
ier aspects of Constantinopolitan life, activities in which some of Procopi-
us’s own readers might have happily and regularly engaged. The fact that 
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Procopius’s readers might have (or even probably) found these salacious de-
tails quite commonplace and banal is what makes them important—a point 
that hitherto has been overlooked.

Despite their sensationalism, which has led some to dismiss them, the 
details of Theodora’s sexual conquests are anything but insignificant. The 
details speak not only to contemporaneous sexual practices but also to 
Theodora’s socioeconomic position, level of education, and origins outside  
the elite. In other words, the contours of her sexual acts articulate the in-
tersectionality of her subjectivity. Her father was a “bear keeper” (someone 
charged with keeping the beasts for the amphitheater in Constantinople), 
and his early death left her, her two sisters, and her mother facing hard-
ships.9 It is for this reason, Procopius explains, that her mother put them all 
on the stage when they reached puberty, and Theodora immediately began 
exploring her sexual interests. Procopius writes:

At this time Theodora was hardly ripe enough to sleep with a man or to have 
sex with him in the way that a woman should. So she would offer herself to 
certain poor wretches who performed that disgusting act on her that some 
men do with other men.10

In this euphemistic account of anal sex, Procopius depicts the corruption 
of a young Theodora—not even able to perform the proper duties of a sex 
worker because she is not yet a proper woman, she must resort to unnatu-
ral activities. Procopius’s later allusion to her “three orifices,” suggests that 
Theodora did not lose her fondness for anal sex. Elsewhere, Procopius ob-
serves her penchant for oral sex as well, declaring that she made “it seem 
that she had genitals not in the place where nature ordained for all other 
women, but in her face!” 11

Throughout these accounts, Procopius’s Theodora happily continues to 
practice oral and anal sex, adding vaginal sex when she is old enough. Rhe-
torically, then, what these various depictions do is to transform her non-
vaginal sexual desires into an image of a counternatural body. Not only 
are Theodora’s sexual practices non-normative, but they create a different 
body, seen particularly in Procopius’s account of her three orifices. Theo-
dora’s body departs from normal female anatomy for multiple reasons, all 
tied to her sexual activities: because of her extreme youth, when she cannot 
perform “as a woman should”; or later because her oral proclivities place 
her genitals where they are not “ordained for all other women”; or because 
her anal practices lead Procopius to liken her to male sodomites. In Pro-
copius’s text Theodora becomes monstrous, hybrid, and inhuman as her 
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sexual body exceeds what is socially prescribed to her gender and even her 
humanity.

Furthermore, Procopius endeavors to show that Theodora’s promiscu-
ity could not be excused by an appeal to necessity, but was rather a broader 
moral failure of her character:

Never has there been a person so enslaved to lust in all its forms. She often 
went to the potluck dinner parties in the company of ten young escorts, or 
even more than that, all at the peak of their physical prowess and skilled at 
screwing, she would bed down with her fellow diners in groups all night long. 
And when all were exhausted from doing this, she would turn to their ser-
vants, all thirty of them if that’s how many there were, and couple with  
each of them separately—but even this would not satisfy her lust.12

Procopius underscores throughout the text that Theodora committed acts 
of violence and debauchery on her own accord; she “never did anything 
because she had been persuaded or forced by another person,” he writes 
at one point.13 By maintaining that her actions are done of her own voli-
tion, Procopius ensures that the blame and guilt fall on her rather than on 
anyone else in her circle or on Justinian himself, no matter how depraved 
any of those people might have also been. Thus, Procopius uses this ac-
count of Theodora’s orgiastic jaunts with young men to demonstrate that 
her fundamental nature is unbridled lust. Yet by repeatedly insisting on 
her self-possessed agency, he makes clear that this lust is not pathological 
or animalistic lust but rather rooted in Theodora’s inherent voraciousness. 
This is conveyed by his comment about her “toying with new sexual tech-
niques,” 14 which effectively establishes that her sexual deeds are of her own 
invention. Moreover, through her inventiveness, these sexual acts come to 
exceed what was known and accepted within the already deviant circles in 
which she operated. For Procopius, it is important to show not only that 
Theodora is promiscuous and lustful but also that the sexual practices in 
which she engages are aberrant and abhorrent even among sex workers.

An apparently passing remark on Theodora’s reproductive choices is 
revealing—“She was often pregnant, but by using almost all known tech-
niques she could induce immediate miscarriage [exambliskein].” This is 
certainly yet another instance in the Secret History where Procopius seeks 
to demonstrate Theodora’s immense personal cruelty and depraved agency. 
These words appear immediately after his comment about her three orifices 
—and thus seem almost to be a non sequitur, for the anecdote to which it 
is appended shows that her sexual proclivities were not all reproductive in 



64  /  chapter ii

nature. Yet a sixth-century audience would surely associate this degree of 
technical expertise regarding methods for abortion and contraception with 
the knowledge of sex workers. In a much later text from twelfth-century 
Salerno, an anonymous writer uses a similar phrase in a question for med-
ical students: “As sex workers have very frequent intercourse, why do they 
conceive only rarely?” 15

Abortifacients, contraceptives, and more invasive methods of inducing a 
miscarriage or surgically removing a fetus were understood since antiquity 
and were well known throughout the Byzantine world.16 To simply associ-
ate this knowledge with those in the sex trade would be a reading in keep-
ing with Procopius’s passing mention. However, the reality of the matter is 
far more complex, and thus we must look more closely at the legal and reli-
gious approaches to abortions and contraceptives, as well as consider Byz-
antine medical knowledge related to these procedures and practices.

Legal and Religious Views on Abortions and Contraceptives

From antiquity on, women and their midwives possessed a great deal of 
knowledge regarding both contraceptive and abortive prescriptions and 
methods. Details of this knowledge are preserved in medical treatises and 
herbals; broader indications of these practices can be found in disparate 
sources, ranging from a philosophical dialogue by Plato to a homily by 
John Chrysostom. To any Byzantine reader—man or woman—both at the 
time of Procopius’s writing and for the centuries that followed, Theodora’s 
abortive deeds would not have appeared unusual.

Throughout the late antique and medieval period and despite its ubiq-
uitous presence, abortion was often likened to murder, and it was frowned 
on by both legal and religious institutions.17 For example, the civil law com-
pendium of Justinian, the Digest, quotes the Roman jurist Ulpian as hav-
ing said that “if it is made manifest that a female has used force against her 
own entrails and miscarried a fetus, the provincial government will order 
her to go into exile.” Elsewhere the Digest quotes Marcianus (citing Severus 
and Antoninus) to similar effect, explaining the punishment by declaring 
that it is “shameful that she could with impunity deprive her husband of 
children.” While abortion was to be punished with exile, a person could be 
put to death if responsible for more serious malice or harm. For example, 
the Digest clarifies that if a woman loses her life as a side effect of an ad-
ministered abortifacient, the person responsible would “suffer the extreme 
penalty”—that is, be executed.18



Slut-Shaming an Empress  /  65

Death is also the punishment for a woman who has aborted a fetus with 
the malicious aim of altering her husband’s lineage. Quoting the jurist Try-
phoninus, the Digest addresses a case in which a woman was sentenced 
to death for choosing to deny her husband heirs by aborting the unborn 
child. However, the Digest adds a clarification: if, after a divorce, a pregnant 
woman should choose to commit the act upon herself, “so as to avoid giving 
a son to her husband who is now hateful, she is to be punished by tempo-
rary exile.” 19 Thus, the harshest punishments were incurred if the abortion 
was deemed to interfere with the rights of the married woman’s husband; 
an unmarried or divorced woman was treated far more leniently. The case 
of the divorced woman is particularly interesting because the law makes 
a clear allowance for a single woman’s right to choose whether to bear the 
child of her former husband, against whom she is expected to feel some an-
imosity; furthermore, it does not even set the length of her exile, merely 
stating that it should be temporary.

Similar prescriptions are found within the context of the Church. For 
example, a canon from the Council of Ancyra in 314 states that women 
found to have committed or attempted an abortion on themselves or an-
other were to be exiled from the Church for ten years, revising an earlier 
rule that they be excluded for life.20 Echoing this and the juridical opinions 
of the period, in the mid-fourth century Basil the Great approached abor-
tion as being akin to murder, yet he did not ask that a woman be punished 
accordingly. In a letter to Amphilochius, Basil writes:

A woman who deliberately destroys a fœtus is answerable for murder. And any 
fine distinction as to its being completely formed or unformed is not admissi-
ble amongst us. For in this case not only the child which is about to be born is 
vindicated, but also she herself who plotted against herself, since women usu-
ally die from such attempts. And there is added to this crime the destruction 
of the embryo, a second murder—at least that is the intent of those who dare 
these deeds. We should not, however, prolong their punishment until death, 
but should accept the term of ten years; and we should not determine the 
treatment according to time but according to the manner of repentance.21

Basil appears to be directly responding to the canons of the Council of An-
cyra, which likewise recommended banishment (from the Church) for the 
same period of ten years. The similarity of the sentences suggests a close 
connection between church canons and the established prescriptions of 
Roman law. Unlike Roman law, however, Basil appears to hold out the 
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possibility of greater leniency, hinting that the full ten years need not be 
served if the woman has properly repented.

Basil focuses on the crime, pointing not only to the harm caused to the 
fetus, whatever its stage of life, but also to the harm that abortive processes 
cause mothers, who “usually die from such attempts.” He returns to this 
matter in the letter, stating with no uncertainty: “women who give drugs 
[pharmaka] that cause abortion are themselves also murderers as well as 
those who take the poisons that kill the foetus [embryoktona dēlētēria].” 22 
Much later, an artist created a monumental depiction (dated 1291) of a 
damned woman: she is suspended by hooks, with her legs spread apart, 
and with an odd pale flux spilling down from her loins and around her leg. 
This image, in the rural church of Saint John Prodromos in Agios Vasilios, 
Crete, bears the inscription “She who drinks an herbal potion [botanon] so 
as to not give birth,” providing a graphic deterrent against the use of rem-
edies that could have been easily found near the village.23 This gruesome 
image was apparently intended to dissuade women from consuming abor-
tifacients by emphasizing the physical risk associated with such drugs, be-
yond any moral or ethical issues associated with abortion at the time. The 
woman is shown being tormented for her crime in hell, suggesting that she 
died before she was able to repent and perform penance; thus, she has been 
condemned for eternity to atone for her crimes against her unborn infant 
and against herself—as Basil might have predicted. In a similar vein, other 
gendered and sexualized attacks on women are found throughout contem-
poraneous wall-paintings (fig. 2.2), showing women suffering in hell and 
being humiliated for their promiscuity.24 These are vivid visual examples of 
slut-shaming in Byzantine art that merit further attention as such.

The very real dangers of using abortifacients, and the even greater risks 
that attended the surgical removal of a fetus through an embryotomy, were 
of immense concern to ancient, late antique, and medieval authors alike. In 
the famous oath attributed to Hippocrates, abortions are mentioned imme-
diately after the refusal to assist in or recommend euthanasia: “Similarly I 
will not give to a woman a pessary to cause abortion.” 25 While Hippocrates 
conceivably was showing respect for the life of the fetus, his reservations 
were more likely grounded in the harm that such drugs often did to women, 
not only causing severe complications but often, as Basil reminds us, re-
sulting in death. In some cases, as the fourth-century Constantinopolitan 
physician Theodorus Priscianus explains, abortion is justified to save 
the woman’s life—but he describes those circumstances only after quot-
ing Hippocrates and speaking against abortions in general.26 Theodora’s 
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untimely death might even have been the result of a metastasized uterine 
cancer related to the abortive drugs and other practices that she had em-
ployed throughout her lifetime.27

Evidence for Abortions and Contraceptives in Medicine

Despite the medical, legal, and religious reservations discussed previously, 
contemporary medical texts regularly include prescriptions and methods 
for abortion; indeed, allusions to the process appear in a wide range of 
sources. Thus, whether approved or not, abortions and contraceptives were 
evidenced throughout antiquity and the Middle Ages. The second-century 
medical writer Soranus of Ephesus produced an entire book on gynecol-
ogy, which devoted much attention to methods of abortion and contracep-
tion, even drawing a careful distinction between the two. In his chapter 
dedicated to the issue of whether and how to use such methods, Soranus 
explains:

A contraceptive differs from an abortive, for the first does not let conception 
take place, while the latter destroys what has been conceived. Let us, therefore, 

2.2. Female Sinners in Hell, including the Procuress (hē pornēsa) and the Abandoner  
of Children (hē apostrephousa ta nēpia). St. Pelagia in Anno Vianno near Heraklion, 
Crete, Greece.
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call the one “abortive” [phthorion] and the other “contraceptive” [atokion]. 
And an “expulsive” [ekbolion] some people say is synonymous with an abor-
tive; others, however, say that there is a difference because an expulsive does 
not mean drugs but shaking and leaping.28

Under the heading of “expulsives”—a third category—Soranus includes ac-
tions that are the opposite of what is recommended for preventing a mis-
carriage, such as leaping, shaking, carrying a heavy weight, and vigorous 
exercise. Acknowledging the possible risks and complications that attend 
the use of such drugs, and recognizing disagreement over whether such 
methods should be employed, Soranus states that he recommends an abor-
tion only when some complication with the uterus makes the pregnancy 
especially difficult and dangerous for the woman. But a better course is 
to prevent conception, Soranus argues, given the dangers associated with 
methods of abortion.29

While recommending abortion in cases of medical necessity, Soranus 
adamantly opposes the use of abortion to destroy an embryo “because of 
adultery [moicheian] or out of consideration for youthful beauty.” 30 This 
statement sheds light on an important facet of Procopius’s mention of abor-
tion to attack Theodora, a woman whom he elsewhere accuses of spend-
ing inordinate amounts of time tending to her physical appearance.31 In 
his medical texts, Soranus makes no allowance for abortion in the case of 
adultery or, more broadly, fornication (the term moicheian can have both 
modern meanings). By remarking on her repeated abortions, Procopius is 
not necessarily depicting Theodora as callous or cruel (as a modern oppo-
nent of abortion might) but rather is shaming her for her sexual practices 
and their consequences. Furthermore, he is suggesting that she is avoiding 
pregnancy because of her own vanity and desire for self-preservation. In 
Procopius’s account, there is no hint of the dangers that she faced in taking 
these actions, or in any medical necessity for them.

From antiquity on, sources attest to a concern for the life of the woman. 
Plato and Aristotle advise that men and women of an advanced age should 
not bear or rear children, nor should men and women who are unhealthy 
or ill-suited to do so.32 In such cases, the authors state that the fetus should 
be aborted, if conception occurs. In other words, beginning with the classi-
cal writers, there is a clear sense that abortion can and should be performed 
when health is at issue, including instances when the child might be de-
formed (a practice that may border on infanticide). In the Laws Plato even 
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recommends abortions for the purposes of population control, along with 
fertility stimulants should the birthrate wane.33

Regardless of the statements of religious writers and legal opinions, the 
medical handbooks are unapologetic about including information on con-
traception and abortion. For example, the sixth-century Aetius of Amida 
describes the application and removal of one kind of contraceptive, a vagi-
nal suppository, which had been improved since the time of Soranus’s text. 
Aetius adds that, once a woman has removed it, “if she wishes, she may 
have intercourse with a man [ei bouloito, androkoiteito]. It is infallible be-
cause of its many trials.” 34 Here the text clearly pays attention to the wom-
an’s volition (bouloito), assuring the reader that this method is tried and 
tested. Thus, women can use the contraceptive with confidence and resume 
sexual activities without fear of conception.35

Many aspects of these medical texts demonstrate the advanced state of 
contraceptives in Byzantium, not least being the clear distinction the texts 
draw between a contraceptive and an abortifacient. Already seen in Sora-
nus, evidence of advanced knowledge continues into later centuries in sim-
ilar treatises, such as the fourth-century writings of the noted physician 
Oribasius, the sixth-century text on medicine by Aetius of Amida, and the 
work of his seventh-century counterpart, Paul of Aegina.36 Moreover, the 
same distinction between contraceptives and abortifacients, along with 
the knowledge of how to concoct and use them, appears throughout the 
complementary herbals, including Dioscurides’s first-century De materia 
medica, which enjoyed a great deal of popularity in the medieval world.37 
Moreover, although such drugs were prescribed mainly to women, anti
fertility agents for men were also known and recommended in these texts.38

Over the centuries, this knowledge was not simply preserved and trans-
mitted but actively deepened. Aetius of Amida, for example, provides clear 
evidence that the recipes for these drugs had been revised and refined. Ae-
tius goes beyond copying Soranus’s prescriptions to expand and improve 
on them, speaking at times to their reliability and effectiveness, as we saw 
above.39 A contemporary of Justinian and Theodora, Aetius may have been 
the doctor treating Theodora and her retinue; as the author of a book on 
gynecology (within his larger medical treatise), Aetius would have been 
well-suited to their needs.40 Aetius’s book on gynecology demonstrates the 
role women played in transmitting this knowledge. It directly cites sev-
eral women, from the enigmatic figure of Aspasia to a certain “fumigation 
preparation of the Lady Romula.” 41 Aspasia may well have been a physician 
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or midwife, but other women mentioned range from experienced midwives 
to noblewomen, leaving little doubt that communities of women possessed 
knowledge about abortions and contraceptives beyond what surviving 
male-authored texts might only fragmentarily reveal.42 At times Aetius 
even defers to the midwives. For example, when discussing births, he only 
provides information on difficult ones because details regarding a stan-
dard delivery “would be superfluous to write down, since, by long usage, 
these are known not only by midwives but also by other women.” 43 Thus, 
this book on gynecology—a compendium of written sources and word of 
mouth—is always to be used in conjunction with the practices of women 
skilled in such health care.

The Practice of Surgical Procedures

Somewhat surprisingly, an insight into the state of medical knowledge and 
its practice in the Byzantine world comes down to us from Visigothic Spain. 
In Lives of the Fathers of Mérida, composed in the 630s, Paul the Deacon 
chronicles the deeds of Paul, bishop of Mérida around 540/550.44 Describ-
ing events contemporaneous to Procopius’s writing, the author tells us that 
bishop Paul performed a caesarian to save the life of a woman whose fetus 
had died.45 Caesarians were used in antiquity, but to rescue a child after the 
death of the mother; some historians herald bishop Paul’s as the first done 
on a living woman.46 The author tells us that bishop Paul was “a Greek by 
nationality [natione Grecum] and a doctor by trade, [who] came from the 
lands of [the] East to the city of Merida,” thereby indicating that his medi-
cal knowledge had roots in the Greek-speaking Mediterranean—probably 
from education in a major city like Constantinople, given his skill.47

Paul the Deacon stresses that the woman’s child had died in her womb, 
but that no Western treatment or medicine was able to expel the dead fe-
tus. Therefore, she and her husband turned to the bishop because of his re-
nowned skill. At first the bishop refuses, claiming that as a holy man he 
cannot pollute himself by performing such a task and can only advise other 
doctors. When all this fails, he is all but coerced by the woman’s husband to 
act. The text extols the ability of the Greek doctor:

Placing his hope in God, with wondrous skill he made a most skillful incision 
by his cunning use of the knife and extracted the already decaying body of the 
infant limb by limb, piece by piece and, with God’s aid, restored forthwith the 
woman who was on the point of dying and only half alive, safe and sound to 
her husband.48
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While Paul the Deacon lacks medical knowledge, he is clearly depicting an 
embryotomy as described by Aetius of Amida, citing Philumenos and fol-
lowing Soranus, an operation that is also recounted accurately in Paul of 
Aegina’s seventh-century compendium.49 Aetius presents the procedure for 
a late-term abortion, which is to be used when the mother’s life is in dan-
ger. He details how the fetus’s body is to be dissected, depending on its posi-
tion, and subsequently extracted from the womb through the vagina, piece 
by piece.50 Subsequent sections describe the proper removal of the placenta, 
also attributed to Philumenos, and the proper care for a woman who has 
undergone an embryotomy, attributed to the woman Aspasia.

The length and specificity of these sections suggests that the material 
was treated not as a curiosity being passed down but as current surgical 
practice. The story of bishop Paul, though it does not match the medical 
texts in its clarity and detail, is evidence for the practice of embryotomy be-
cause it alludes to the key elements of the surgical procedures as described 
by those Greek sources. It is unlikely that the Visigothic author would have 
had direct access to such texts. Furthermore, the story itself, if we can trust 
it, shows that bishop Paul had the proper knowledge and experience to 
(successfully) carry out this procedure. First, the author tells us that the lo-
cal doctors lacked the ability to undertake her treatment, even with Paul’s 
advice, stressing the difficulty of the task and the need for surgical expe-
rience. Second, we see that, after assessing her condition, Paul resorted to 
performing a fetal extraction via caesarian section, suggesting either that 
this was a practice known to Byzantine surgeons or that he drew on his fa-
miliarity with the procedure to treat his patient.

To those unfamiliar with Aetius’s text, this story could seem to be merely 
an inconsequential exaggeration by a hagiographer attempting to extol the 
virtues of a holy figure. However, with a grasp of the nuances and details 
of Byzantine surgical practices, we can to appreciate that the Visigothic au-
thor imprecisely captured a procedure known in the Byzantine world, as-
sociating it specifically with the Greek eastern Mediterranean. References 
to the exceptional nature of Byzantine medicine appear across Western 
sources. For example, in the History of the Franks, also from the mid-sixth 
century, Gregory of Tours tells the story of a eunuch who lived much of her 
life as a woman. Responding to an inquiry about the eunuch’s castration, 
a doctor comes forward and reveals that he was the one who castrated the 
youth. As a young boy, the eunuch had suffered from a disease of the groin 
that no one could cure. Therefore, this doctor performed the procedure “in 
the way I had once seen physicians do in Constantinople,” restoring the 
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child’s health.51 We are thus told directly that a doctor studied a particular 
surgery in Constantinople and then performed that Byzantine procedure 
to (successfully) resolve a problem that had baffled Western doctors. Read-
ing the narrative of Paul in Mérida, we appreciate that late-term abortions 
were not beyond the skill of sixth-century Constantinopolitan doctors and 
that discussion of the procedure in medical books went further than the 
copying of ancient texts. This story of a c-section, like the comments on the 
improvements and alterations to ancient contraceptives and abortifacients, 
provides further evidence for the use of these medical procedures.

In his early-tenth-century Life of Patriarch Ignatius, Niketas David Pa-
phlagon recounts the story of a woman in labor with a breech birth—that 
is, with the fetus positioned feet downward. She is in immense pain, and 
Niketas writes that, “in order to prevent the woman too from perishing 
with her child, doctors attend to operate on the baby and draw it out by cut-
ting it limb by limb [melēdon].” 52 Miraculously, the procedure proves un-
necessary through the intervention of a wonder-working relic that causes 
the fetus to turn around and be delivered headfirst without trouble. While, 
in this case, the procedure for a late-term abortion went unperformed, its 
mention provides further evidence that its use and knowledge about when 
to use it continued. Moreover, as in the medical handbooks, the miracle 
story emphasizes that the procedure is to be used when the woman’s life is 
in danger—whether the fetus is dead, as in the operation performed by Paul 
of Mérida, or still living.

Significantly, the figures who seek out late-term abortions in these two 
narratives are not despondent sex workers or entertainers. The women are 
in no way portrayed as exceptional or in any way marginal. Additionally, in 
the second narrative, the author explicitly declares that the procedure was 
about to be used on a living fetus to save the mother’s life. We thus should 
reflect on the role played by aristocratic privilege and power in giving the 
second woman access to not just adequate but exceptional medical care. 
As the wife of a wealthy and influential senator, Paul of Mérida’s patient 
has substantial resources to seek out and undergo the operation. Moreover, 
while invectives might target lower-class women, deriding them for reli-
ance on contraceptives and abortions, the aristocracy would have had re-
course to safer and more effective contraceptives and abortive procedures 
that are not easily accessible in the historical record. Therefore, in order 
to determine what role abortions and contraceptives might have played in 
sixth-century Constantinople, we first have to question how we might go 
about finding reliable information on those practices.
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Abortions and the Aristocracy

The tone and content of the evidence concerning abortion and contracep-
tives suggest that both were quite common, even though both were frowned 
on and punished harshly by legal and religious authorities. In the opening 
sections of Secret History, Procopius suggests another instance of a promi-
nent woman inducing abortions. When shaming Antonina, the wife of Jus-
tinian’s general Belisarius, Procopius presents her background as similar 
to that of Theodora, and similarly intimates that she knows about abor-
tifacients.53 Antonina’s father was a charioteer in Constantinople and her 
mother an entertainer like Theodora, “one of those types who whore them-
selves on the stage.” Following in her parents’ footsteps and keeping their 
associations, Antonina is described as consorting with people “who knew 
all about drugs [pharmakeusi] and had learned from them many things 
that were useful to her.” According to Procopius, Theodora was also famil-
iar with the dark arts, having in her youth “consorted with magicians [ma­
gois] and poisoners [pharmakeusi].” 54 While it is difficult to pin down what 
knowledge might have been possessed by these pharmakeusi, the term en-
compasses those who trafficked in herbs, poisons, and potions, including 
the materials needed to produce contraceptives and abortifacients.55

This allusion to pharmaka is tricky, for the term encompasses a wide va-
riety of drugs—many of which women would have been expected to know 
about. In sixth-century Constantinople, as was true in earlier periods, as 
the primary medical caregivers of their households, women would have 
been expected to have a comprehensive knowledge of the drugs and other 
remedies available to treat a wide variety of common ailments.56 The copy 
of Dioscurides’s De materia medica in Vienna, commissioned as a gift for 
the aristocratic Anicia Juliana, includes material not only on tending to 
wounds, snake bites, and common ailments but also on contraceptives and 
abortifacients.57 Anicia Juliana was plausibly the wealthiest and most aris-
tocratic figure in Constantinople during the reign of Justinian and Theo-
dora. In her personal life Anicia Juliana was likely the matron of her house; 
thus Dioscurides’s work would have been suitable for her consultation and 
use.58 As Leslie Brubaker notes in a passing remark on this manuscript’s 
entry on the pomegranate, “the pomegranate may symbolize the bounty of 
the earth, but it was also one of the most common (and effective) ingredi-
ents in Byzantine contraceptive suppositories.” 59 Beyond the elements of re-
alism, iconography, and symbolism discussed by Brubaker, Anicia Juliana’s 
manuscript provides specific information about the remedies, treatments, 
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and pharmaka readily at hand in the gardens or markets of Constantino-
ple, knowledge needed to preserve her household’s health, abortive and 
contraceptive drugs being just a subset.

Therefore, the claim in the Secret History that Antonina gained knowl-
edge from so-called pharmakeusi should not lead us to hastily conclude 
that she consorted with sorcerers, witches, or others knowledgeable in poi-
sons. While the term certainly brings to mind sorcery and poison, it could 
just as likely have applied to—and probably did apply to—people who traf-
ficked in knowledge of medicines as well.60 As has been repeatedly noted 
in the scholarship, the lines between magic and medicine were consider-
ably blurred in the Byzantine period—the two fields were not wholly in-
tertwined, but they overlapped significantly.61 Clearly, Procopius intended 
to foreground the more unsavory associations and drugs, such as poisons, 
aphrodisiacs, contraceptives, and abortifacients. Procopius hints at the last 
when he states that Antonina gained from the pharmakeusi knowledge for 
her own benefit and then, stressing her promiscuity, he suggests that she 
had borne many children by the time she wed Belisarius. Theodora had 
a daughter before marrying Justinian, as well as a son whom we are told 
she tried to abort, evidence of earlier unwanted pregnancies.62 These details 
point to the potential unreliability of treatments associated with folklore 
and superstition, perhaps in distinction to medical prescriptions (though 
a strict division between the two approaches is a modern one). Procopius 
intends to shame Antonina by implying that she used contraceptives and 
abortifacients to cover up her sexual promiscuity, as he did with Theodora. 
Thus, in that context, Procopius’s readers would have understood both 
women’s use of such drugs as shameful. In another context, such as that of 
bishop Paul’s caesarian, any elite, aristocratic Constantinopolitan reader 
from the period, like an Anicia Juliana, might have understood knowledge 
of these drugs to simply have been an integral part of a matron’s household 
duties and responsibilities.63

This discussion leads to the broader issue of what modern readers might 
call a woman’s right to choose. In the late first/early second century, the Ro-
man satirist Juvenal presents a stinging picture of the factors that affected 
a woman’s right to make choices concerning her reproductive health. Pro-
copius displays familiarity with Juvenal, who is also cited by other sixth-
century historians and imperial officials, including John Malalas and John 
Lydus.64 In his Satires, Juvenal points to the socioeconomic division be-
tween poor and wealthy women in Rome:
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But at least these [poor] women undergo the dangers of childbirth and put up 
with all the work of nursing that their position in life forces on them. By con-
trast, hardly any woman lies in labour on a gilded bed. So powerful are the 
skills and drugs of the woman who manufactures sterility and takes contracts 
to kill humans inside the belly. Celebrate, you poor wretch. Offer your wife 
whatever she has to drink yourself. After all, if she wished to stretch and tor-
ture her womb with jumping baby boys, you’d perhaps turn out to be father 
of an Ethiopian. Soon your will would be monopolised by your discoloured 
heir—whom you’d never want to see in the morning light.65

In a harrowing, if satirical, depiction of intersecting issues, Juvenal con-
fronts a fact that perhaps Procopius would prefer his readers to overlook: 
those with recourse to safe, reliable, effective, and private abortions were 
not the wretched lowlifes of the social margins but rather the metropolitan 
elite. In Juvenal’s account, both contraceptive and abortive methods are ac-
cessible to the elite, and the drugs are highly reliable and presumably safe 
enough for common use.

Indeed, in Juvenal’s account, the use of such methods was so common 
among the aristocracy that it is a rarity to see a wealthy woman pregnant—
“hardly any woman lies in labour on a gilded bed.” This detail helps illu-
minate Procopius’s narrative because, while sex workers may have often 
resorted to abortive practices, they may not have had access to the most 
effective drugs and thus their efforts to terminate a pregnancy may often 
have been futile. In light of this possibility, we should reconsider the possi-
ble contradiction between Antonina’s cryptic knowledge of pharmaka and 
her bearing of many children, whose existence—like that of Theodora’s 
own two children—suggests that Antonina was not adept, well-trained, or 
privileged enough to access the proper resources for an abortion. The re-
peated suggestion in a range of sources that abortion and contraception 
were relied on by women wishing to preserve their beauty and youth like-
wise indicates that these methods had established applications well beyond 
medical need, even if disparagingly attributed to a woman’s vanity. Yet the 
most striking element in Juvenal’s satire is the woman’s implicit right to 
choose whether to carry the child to term—“If she wished to stretch and 
torture her womb.” Here, the woman’s choice is articulated in terms that 
reveal traces of the vanity narrative: because her womb will be stretched 
and tortured, she does not wish or will (vellet) to undertake such a physi-
cally destructive process. Tongue in cheek, Juvenal remarks that the man 
himself should be gladly offering up the abortifacients to his wife—“Offer 
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your wife whatever she has to drink yourself”—lest he (presumably a white 
male) come to father a black, “Ethiopian” son.

The complexities exposed by Juvenal’s words are not lost on Procopius, 
even if he may not wish to spell them out in full for his reader. Later in 
the Secret History, Procopius describes Theodora’s unsuccessful attempt to 
abort a child conceived during an affair:

It so happened, during the days when she was still on the stage, that she be-
came pregnant by one of her lovers and realized her misfortune late in the 
term. As usual, she did everything in her power to induce an abortion, but 
none of her methods rid her of the infant while it was still an embryo, given 
that it was now close to developing human form. So, as nothing was working, 
she stopped trying and was forced to give birth.66

This passage shines light on the challenge of abortions in the medieval 
world: in particular, how their timing influences the effectiveness of the 
methods. While during the early stages of her pregnancy a woman might 
be able to practice an “expulsive” (ekbolion) method, relying on vigorous 
exercise and activity to expel the embryo, this approach becomes less effec-
tive later in the pregnancy.

In Aetius’s gynecology, Aspasia’s recommendation on when to under-
take an abortion is quite strict: in the first month, as already suggested, 
the woman should endeavor to act in ways opposite those prescribed for 
avoiding a miscarriage; but, if she does conceive, “the only time to select 
for an abortion is the third month.” Beyond that time, the procedure be-
comes extremely dangerous for the mother, and it should be attempted only 
when her life is at risk.67 Hence, we may reasonably conclude that Theodo-
ra’s abortion failed because she learned of the pregnancy too late and that 
her usual methods were thus ineffective. Furthermore, according to Pro-
copius, this pregnancy happened “when she was still on the stage,” perhaps 
hinting that her inability to pursue other procedures, more costly and re-
quiring more skill, was tied to her socioeconomic status at the time. The-
odora might have been able to avoid bringing an unwanted child to term 
later in her life, particularly if she then had access to the knowledge and ex-
pertise to which Aetius’s medical compendium attests.

The figure of the illegitimate child in both Procopius and Juvenal rep-
resents an important concern. Juvenal uses the Ethiopian son to construct 
a visible difference between the husband and the woman’s offspring. By 
presenting a visible marker of racial difference, Juvenal plays on his read-
er’s assumptions to evoke worries about children conceived in adultery who 
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threaten a husband’s patrilineage. Whereas in the case recounted in the Di­
gest, a woman performs an abortion to deny her husband a rightful heir, in 
Juvenal the abortion will ensure that some racially othered child does not 
inherit the father’s name and fortune. A failed abortion, as effectively as a 
maliciously contrived one, could upset the process of inheritanceand, in 
both cases, a wife’s adulterous actions could jeopardize the man’s lineage.

The tension surrounding an illegitimate child is clearly present in Pro-
copius’s narrative on Theodora’s failed abortion, as he recounts how she 
handed the child over to his father, who raised him in Arabia. Upon the 
man’s death, the boy returned to Constantinople and made his presence 
known to Theodora’s retinue. Fearing that Justinian might find out about 
him, Theodora set up a meeting with her son but arranged to have him elim-
inated; her plan appears to have been successful, though Procopius claims 
not to know how she made the boy disappear. Here, Theodora’s ruthless ac-
tions complete the abortion that failed. The explanation of her motive for 
the murder—“the woman feared lest news of this reach her husband”—is 
puzzling, however.68 Procopius has repeatedly declared that, in all matters, 
Theodora was unmoved by fear, and his statement that “she never did any-
thing because she had been persuaded or forced by another person” has al-
ready been cited. It is unlikely that Procopius’s Theodora would have been 
worried simply because Justinian might become angry at her deceit or im-
propriety. Instead, in light of Juvenal’s satire and the countless other legal 
and literary sources that attest to the challenges to inheritance posed by il-
legitimate children (at times directly associated with abortion practices), 
this child may have posed a threat to Justinian and Theodora’s empire be-
cause of his potential claims of inheritance; this possibility would not have 
been lost on Procopius’s intended readers.

Delving into Procopius’s world and the culture of late antique Con-
stantinople, we see that Procopius was shaming Theodora for her seem-
ingly extreme sexual and antireproductive practices. Yet the truth is that 
Constantinopolitan women—sex workers and aristocratic women alike—
engaged in extramarital affairs as well as contraceptive and abortive prac-
tices. After relating the story of Theodora’s unaborted child, Procopius 
pivots to attack the moral standing of contemporary Constantinopolitan 
women in general, thereby pointing to a larger problem:

It was during this time that the morals of almost all women too were cor-
rupted. For they were given full license to cheat on their husbands and no risk 
or harm could come to them because of their behavior.69
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This notion of risk-free adultery surely relied in part on access to contra-
ceptives and abortifacients, given this passage’s location in the text, that 
is, immediately after the story of Theodora’s disappeared son. But another 
factor was Theodora’s alleged defense of these women, who could launch 
countersuits against their husbands. These suits, according to Procopius, 
often left the men destitute after being tortured and imprisoned; thus, as 
their wives fornicated, men kept quiet out of fear of retribution.70 What 
Procopius communicates across these various accounts is that the women 
of sixth-century Constantinople were acting on their own volition and ac-
cord in all matters sexual and procreative, often against their husbands’ 
wishes or knowledge. Moreover, the text strongly implies that the women 
were either using contraceptives or having abortions, since Procopius in 
this section makes no mention of children born from extramarital affairs.

Thus, we find in late antique Constantinople and the early Church a 
grasp, understanding, and promotion of what we might call a woman’s right 
to choose in reproductive and sexual matters. This is not always approved 
by imperial or religious authorities, nor is it rooted (as it might be today) 
in notions of individualism. Yet there is certainly an important antecedent 
for this modern form of thinking. In the fourth century, John Chrysostom 
addressed the question of a woman’s choice to pursue an abortion or to use 
contraceptives: he condemned the decision, but placed the ultimate blame 
on the men who copulated with women who did not wish to have children, 
thus making murderesses out of them. He eloquently writes:

Why sow where the ground makes it its care to destroy the fruit? Where 
there are many efforts at contraception [atokia]? Where there is murder  
[phonos] before the birth? For even the harlot thou dost not let continue a 
mere harlot, but makest her a murderess also. You see how drunkenness 
leads to whoredom, whoredom to adultery, adultery to murder; or rather to 
something even worse than murder. For I have no name to give it, since it 
does not take off the thing born, but prevents its being born. Why then do 
you abuse the gift of God, and fight with His laws, and follow after what is 
a curse as if a blessing, and make the chamber of procreation a chamber for 
murder, and arm the woman that was given for childbearing unto slaughter? 
For with a view to drawing more money by being agreeable and an object of 
longing to her lovers, even this she is not backward to do, so heaping upon 
your head a great pile of fire. For even if the daring deed be hers, yet the caus-
ing of it is yours.71



Slut-Shaming an Empress  /  79

In this damning passage, Chrysostom presents abortion and contracep-
tion as crimes so unnatural as to be nameless, “since it does not take off the 
thing born” but entirely prevents it. Yet his attack is directed at the man, 
who, by his drunken actions, leads the harlot to commit murder.72 In his 
unbridled lust, the man turns the womb from a “chamber of procreation” 
into a “chamber for murder,” and, most crucially, he “arms” or “prepares” 
(paraskeuazeis) the woman for murder.

The reasons why the woman does this murderous deed appear straight-
forward and accord with those given in other sources: she has an abortion 
in order to remain beautiful and attract more lovers and—since she is un-
derstood to be a sex worker—in order to procure more customers. Remark-
ably, Chrysostom does not shame the sex worker; indeed, he insists that 
“you cannot repudiate her for doing this,” as it is required by her profes-
sion. Thus, he declares in the next sentence, blame ultimately rests with the 
man: “for even if the shameless act [tolmema] is hers, the cause [aitia] of it 
is yours.” 73 Chrysostom seems to sympathize with the sex worker’s circum-
stances without condoning her actions. And while he attributes the funda-
mental cause (aitia) to the man, without question it is the woman who seeks 
out a contraceptive or abortion.

For Chrysostom, the choice results more from male agency than from 
female empowerment, but regardless, women are left to make the choice 
and, moreover, know how to perform the procedure. As we saw in the pre-
vious chapter, in the Byzantine world considerable attention was paid to 
a woman’s volition in sexual matters, in regard not only to contraceptive 
and abortive practices but also to the broader issue of sexual consent. In 
his On the Nature of Man, written in the late fourth century, Nemesius, the 
bishop of Emesa, addresses the question of when various female animals 
undertake intercourse. He finds it noteworthy that women can decide when 
to have sex, regardless as to whether they are fertile or already pregnant, 
precisely because they are not “nonrational” (aloga) animals, who seek 
intercourse only during a determined reproductive period or season. As 
Nemesius puts it, “[W]omen have their own power of choice [autexousion] 
in sex after conception, just as in other things.” 74 Though we are left to spec-
ulate what these “other things” (tois allois) might be—whether the reference 
is sexual, reproductive, or something broader—Nemesius’s account treats 
sex in humans as separate from reproduction, emphasizing that the power 
of choice is what distinguishes humans from lesser beings. Sexual choice is 
thus presented by this Christian author as the free exercise of reason, rather 
than as a mindless succumbing to the crude impulses of the flesh.
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The Price of Shame

Using the invective against Theodora in Procopius’s Secret History as a 
framework, we have surveyed a range of sources, including legal decrees, 
popular literature, and epistolary and homiletic religious texts. Through-
out these various narratives, while a woman’s social position is connected 
directly to her husband’s reputation, fortune, and lineage, the choice as to 
whether to select and endure abortion or birth appears to have rested firmly 
(if not solely) in women’s hands. As we saw, Juvenal addresses this directly 
in his satirical depiction of first-century Rome, congratulating the man on 
his wife having chosen to abort rather than allow her womb to be ravaged 
by a fetus from an adulterous relationship. Despite legal and religious de-
crees, canons, and warnings against such methods, the medical guides and 
herbals all contain detailed information on how to go about producing con-
traceptives and abortifacients, and even how to surgically remove a fetus, 
demonstrating a rich and living tradition of medical, folkloric, and magical 
knowledge on the matter.

In the case of Procopius, behind his attacks on Theodora we sense an 
uncomfortable truth: contraception, abortion, and adultery were common 
in his good Christian city, and not just among the lowest ranks of society 
but also among the aristocratic elite. In her careful and nuanced work on 
Procopius’s representation of Theodora, Anne McClanan explored how the 
“woman-as-aborter” was a repugnant image for contemporary Byzantine 
women, noting that this accusation would have associated Theodora with 
lower-class women.75 This is surely Procopius’s intention and the message 
he wished to convey to his readers. However, as we have seen, in reality the 
practice was likely more closely associated with upper-class women—or, 
at least, there was less socioeconomic distinction than Procopius might 
have liked. Procopius viewed the women of Constantinople as far too em-
powered and willing to do as they pleased. While his narrative attempts to 
decry these behaviors as reflecting untethered lust, moral destitution, or 
narcissistic vanity, and thus seeks to present Theodora as unnatural and ex-
ceptional, he nevertheless (at times unwittingly) provides evidence that the 
practices are established and widespread.

Yet an important question is left unanswered: why the persistent and 
gratuitously detailed interest in sexually shaming Theodora and other 
women of sixth-century Constantinople? Or, rather, from the evidence of-
fered up by the Secret History, what role did sexual shaming play in the sec-
ular, imperial, and political spheres of the sixth-century city? The use of 
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sexual shaming is central to the Secret History’s function as a compromis-
ing dossier intended to lay out an alternative history to one presented in the 
Wars and Buildings. It is not coincidental, trivial, or merely commonplace 
that shame is so central to Procopius’s rhetoric concerning sexual acts. In-
deed, in the chapter’s epigraph, Theodora’s genitals themselves are reduced 
to and replaced with “her shamelessness [akolasian].” 76 Following her per-
formance with the geese, Procopius declares,

When she stood up again not only was she not blushing with shame but [she] 
seemed rather proud of this performance. For she was not just shameless 
[anaischyntos]: she was also more accomplished than anyone else at devising 
shameless acts [anaischyntopoios].77

This description echoes an earlier description of Theodora:

There was no shame [ou . . . aidous] at all in her, and no one ever saw her em-
barrassed [diatrapeisan]. She would provide shameful [anaischuntous] services 
without the slightest hesitation and was of such a sort that if someone slapped 
her or even punched her full in the face she would crack a joke about it and 
then burst out laughing.78

The subject of similar shaming, Procopius calls Antonina a fearless woman 
who “never felt shame [oute  .  .  . aidō] for anything she did.” 79 Procopius 
portrayed Theodora and Antonina as nasty women who did not know their 
place and committed egregious deeds;80 but what seems to have troubled 
him most was their lack of even a glimmer of shame (aidōs).81

In Late Antiquity, the rhetoric of sex and shame became a potent tool for 
shaping early Christian subjectivities.82 The “shamelessness” that Procopius 
links to Theodora closely resembles the type most prominently associated 
in antiquity with the Cynic philosophers. In Philosophies for Sale, Lucian’s 
Cynic states: “Do boldly in full view of all what another would not do in se-
cret; choose the most ridiculous ways of satisfying your lust.” 83 Theodora 
may not have practiced Cynicism, but Procopius practiced it on her be-
half in the Secret History. Like the other established tropes that Procopius 
deploys, shamelessness fits into classical and late antique stereotypes. 
Diogenes the Cynic, for example, embodied the image of simultaneous as-
ceticism and shamelessness from the first century onward; he advocated 
publicly masturbating, defecating, and urinating, as well as incest and can-
nibalism.84 Figures such as Origen and Gregory of Nazianzus associated 
Cynics with cities’ marketplaces, and John Chrysostom and Theodoret of 
Cyrrhus condemned Cynic shamelessness as exhibiting failure to adhere to 
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social norms and codes.85 Despite these early condemnations, in later cen-
turies the figure of the holy fool and behaviors described as foolishness for 
Christ would rehabilitate practices of shamelessness into an ascetic method 
of distancing oneself from the constructs of urban life while critiquing its 
structures.86

Historians of Christianity have attempted to similarly recover shame 
as a practice. For example, Karmen MacKendrick, Virginia Burrus, and 
Niklaus Largier explored the pleasures and pain of shame, focusing on the 
dialectic between shamelessness and the embracing of one’s own shame 
as a site of pleasure, renewal, or arousal.87 In one thought-provoking study 
Burrus described how ancient Christians intensified their own shame and 
transformed it into a site for self-identification. “Martyrdom,” she notes, “is 
the initial site at which shame is converted into defiant shamelessness, giv-
ing rise to a performatively queered identity that retrieves dignity without 
aspiring to honor.” Burrus seeks to recover a history of Christian shame by 
uncovering the inherently queer practices that created such shame-based 
identities. However, a significant ethical dilemma emerges prominently 
in her work—the shame-based identities that she discusses are rooted in 
forms of “self-humiliation.” 88

The literature on shamelessness and shame, often enriched by discourses 
about sadomasochism, extols the virtues of a shame that is ultimately con-
sensual, self-imposed, or at least self-claimed. But such rehabilitation can-
not provide a universal method for dealing with shaming or the shamed, 
because the ability to construct an identity around shame depends inher-
ently on a certain privilege.89 Modern studies of slut-shaming and revenge 
pornography stress that self-harm and suicide by their object often follow. 
The problem in exalting shame, past or present, is that it misses a simple 
point: shame also kills. Approaches can extol “self-humiliation,” certainly, 
but surely not the shame that, according to Procopius, Theodora should 
have felt. To exalt her ascribed shamelessness would validate Procopius’s 
sexual shaming, while simultaneously making Theodora’s denuded, sex-
ualized, and shamed body a playground for his heterosexual male view-
er’s scopophilic imagination. On the other hand, to praise Theodora’s 
shamelessness would do nothing more than treat her behaviors as being 
akin to those of the Cynic: a deliberate performance intended as a coun-
tercultural practice against a modest, shameful society. Such praise again 
would be complicit with Procopius’s assessment that to engage in such sex-
ual practices and choices was to be ridiculous for the sake of being ridicu-
lous. This shame denies the possibility of lived, nonnormative sexual and 
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reproductive practices—which were, in fact, hardly unknown or extreme in 
sixth-century Constantinople, even though they admittedly defied the pre-
scriptions of imperial and Church authority.

While slut-shaming is endemic to a toxic culture of sexual marginaliza-
tion, its uses are often political. Procopius’s invectives are not merely slan-
derous inventions or banal rhetorical tropes: he is consciously deploying 
legal language in order to systematically delegitimize Theodora’s political 
power. Early on, Procopius even shames Theodora for lack of skill in the 
arts that she ostensibly performed, both elevated and degenerate. Though 
she may have excelled in all manner at sex, “she had no skill with the aulos 
[a flute], nor could she sing or even perform in the dance troupe.” 90 Con-
temporaneous sources describe two types of entertainers: thymelicae, who 
played musical instruments, danced, and sang; and mimes, who performed 
burlesque pantomimes and sang crude titillating songs.91 In this attack, 
Procopius is further lowering Theodora’s social standing by associating her 
with the latter entertainers. The fifth-century Theodosian Code considered 
mimes to be the equivalent to sex workers, “who acquire gain by the wan-
tonness of their bodies.” 92 Procopius echoed this legal view when, after he 
criticized her performance, he added that all Theodora had to offer was her 
youth and “she put her whole body to work for them.” 93 Shame in the Se­
cret History has a political edge, as it seemingly mirrors contemporaneous 
deployment of sexual shame as a convenient way to persecute dissenters, 
competitors, and (perhaps ironically) slanderers.94

Slut-Shaming as Political Weapon

Beyond shaming Theodora, Procopius repeatedly recounts instances when 
others in the narrative, including Justinian and Theodora herself, used the 
revelation or leaking of hidden sexual details to defame a person and de-
stroy their reputation. Procopius was not the only user of slut-shaming; the 
imperial administration also appears to have employed sexual shaming as a 
political tactic. For example, Procopius describes the self-serving reasoning 
behind Justinian’s law prohibiting same-gender relations, classified under 
the complex term of paiderastia, usually denoting relations between men 
and adolescent males:

he issued a law prohibiting pederasty [paiderastein], but instead of investigat-
ing any incidents that may have been committed after the passage of the law he 
turned on those who had been caught performing this sick act at some point 
in the past. Moreover, the prosecution of these men was most irregular in that 
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punishment was imposed in the absence of a formal accuser, for example on 
the word of a single man or a boy, and a slave at that, if no one else happened 
to be available, even if he had been forced against his will to testify against his 
master. This was considered irrefutable proof. Those who were convicted in 
this way had their genitals [ta aidoia] cut off and were paraded through the 
streets in disgrace. At first, however, this atrocity was not inflicted on every-
one but only on those who were believed to be Greens or rich or on those who 
happened to have offended the tyrants in some other way.95

Procopius—who clearly does not view same-gender relations positively—
uses this story to illustrate Justinian’s tyranny and persecution of peo-
ples, noting that the law was in no way equally or fairly applied. Justinian 
chooses at first to persecute those already found guilty of the deed. Pro-
copius thus implies that Justinian issued the law to go after those who had 
already been caught and who Justinian knew could be readily ensnared or 
eliminated by it. Accusations need not even be given willingly; Procopius 
is clearly outraged that a compelled accusation “was considered irrefutable 
proof.” His outrage is such that Procopius does not rely on his readers’ in-
ferences: he explicitly states that Justinian used the law to persecute those 
suspected of belonging to the opposing faction (the Greens), those with 
wealth who might potentially compete with or criticize his rule, and those 
who might simply have “offended” him and Theodora.96

Procopius’s contemporaries also employed slut-shaming in their attacks 
on political figures. In his text on the empire’s administrative powers, writ-
ten about 550, John Lydus brutally slut-shames a praetorian prefect named 
John the Cappadocian, attacking him for having sex with women and ado-
lescent men. One is reminded of Theodora’s sexual forays with young men 
during banquets and picnics when Lydus writes that the prefect:

lived riotously, bathing together with adolescents who were bloomless and not 
yet masculine-looking because of the smoothness of their body and with li-
centious harlots, and gratifying his lust both by doing and by submitting.97

In its language and vibrancy, the text recalls the Secret History, which was 
also completed in 550/551 and which also reviles John the Cappadocian. 
The echoes of the Secret History in a work that scholars have neither chal-
lenged as a historical source nor viewed as whimsical satire underscore the 
power of slut-shaming in the imperial circles. Furthermore, they hint at the 
nonnormative sexual and reproductive practices of the Constantinopoli-
tan elite.98
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In sixth-century Constantinople, exposure of sexual activities and the 
resulting shame were used as weapons against political figures. Justinian’s 
own actions mirror the approach found in Procopius’s Secret History. In ad-
dition to being castrated, Justinian had those punished for sexual misdeeds 
paraded through the city afterward. The term for the removed genitals lit-
erally translates as “the shameful parts” (ta aidoia). Thus, by parading those 
who by virtue of their shameful sexual act had their shameful parts re-
moved, Justinian created a spectacle of their shame—public, violent ret-
ribution for their shamelessness. Procopius details how the slut-shamed 
Theodora herself used this law against a man accused of slandering her:

She was also furious against a certain Basianos, a young Green of high social 
status, because he was slandering her everywhere. Basianos took refuge in the 
church of the archangel, for he did not long remain unaware of her rage. She 
immediately set loose on him the magistrate in charge of the populace but 
specified that Basianos was not to be accused of slandering her, but rather of 
pederasty [paiderastia]. The officials pulled the man from the sanctuary and 
began to torture him with a vicious form of punishment, but when the entire 
populace saw such misfortune being inflicted on a body that was noble and 
raised in luxury all his life, they could not bear the sight of it and groaned 
their lament up to heaven, demanding that the young man be pardoned. But 
she made his punishment even worse: he lost his genitals and then his life, 
though without a trial, and his property was confiscated to the treasury.99

In this account, shaming engenders shaming. At the same time, the full 
political force of such sexual shaming is revealed.100 Even though Theodora 
could have pursued Basianos for his libel, she demanded that he instead be 
accused of a crime whose prosecution would defame and shame him—a 
crime that also featured a public display of humiliation, though here the 
onlookers begged for forgiveness for the alleged sodomite.

Procopius recounts another story of the same tactics being used against 
a certain Diogenes because he too was in the Green faction. When Dio-
genes’s popularity helped prevent his condemnation in a public trial, The-
odora turned to his best friend, torturing him to elicit a confession. It 
proved useless in the end, and Diogenes was ultimately acquitted for lack 
of evidence.101 Again, Procopius’s Theodora resorted to the same tactics of 
slut-shaming that Procopius used against her in the Secret History. For all 
three—Procopius, Justinian, and Theodora—the goal was to delegitimize 
the sociopolitical power of the figure in question by revealing intimate de-
tails about their sexual proclivities, activities presented as being disgusting 
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and inhuman. Justinian instituted an office specifically charged with per-
secuting those men “who habitually practiced sodomy, or who had illicit 
sex with women, along with any whose religion was deviant.” 102 Thus, un-
der Justinian’s rule we find the simultaneous deployment of sexual sham-
ing and legal persecution to ensure the silencing, torture, and elimination 
of those who might challenge Justinian and Theodora’s reign. In the impe-
rial context sketched by Procopius, sexual shame is less a gendered attack 
against Theodora than a form of slanderous currency used to silence both 
men and women whose allegiances, wealth, or outspokenness challenged 
the imperial hegemony. This toxic culture of slut-shaming targeted the sex-
ual actions and consequent reproductive choices of women and men, who 
could then be selectively prosecuted.

Modern historians have repeatedly struggled with the question of what 
exactly the Secret History offers as a primary source. While Anthony Kal
dellis refers to the text as “our most reliable contemporary source,” Stav-
roula Constantinou and others have dismissed it as “a work of fiction” or 
the Byzantine equivalent of a comedic and satirical “historical novel.” 103 
Overall, the text depicts with great specificity the conditions of the empire; 
its details can often be corroborated in other texts, suggesting that it is one 
of the more reliable sources for the period.104 Averil Cameron has point-
edly noted that modern male writers have often fawned over Theodora’s 
so-called feminism or feminist actions, such as assisting girls at the court, 
helping women in distress, and founding a convent for reformed sex work-
ers. These, however, were all deeds that Cameron rightly labels “ ‘feminine’ 
rather than feminist.” 105 In other words, Theodora’s so-called feminist ac-
tions were rather exactly what one might expect from an imperial woman 
who, as such, would have dedicated her time to charitable acts and patron-
age. Though Charles Diehl found in these deeds possible evidence that The-
odora had sincerely repented for the actions of her earlier years, or that she 
perhaps had been a sex worker only by circumstance and necessity,106 such 
resolutions offered in modern histories only establish her sexual deeds as 
inherently shameful and debauched.

Earlier scholarship looked down on Theodora’s sinful and immoral acts, 
while more recent works romanticize narratives of her repentance or mis-
named “feminism” in order to depict a historical Theodora that is opposed 
to the literary depiction of the depraved and misogynistic Procopius. But 
both these approaches leave untouched the core of the problem: the stig-
matization of those nonnormative sexual acts that have persistently drawn 
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the attention of modern readers and saturated the historiographic record 
and popular imagination for centuries.107 In her study of the Secret Histo­
ry’s typology as an invective against an imperial woman, Anne McClanan 
concedes that her goal “is not so much to ascertain the sexual virtue of The-
odora, a dubious historical enterprise at best,” but she does not go as far as 
embracing the sexual practices that Theodora is accused of.108

Averil Cameron has suggested that modern readers have overempha-
sized the importance of these salacious sections. In her view, they did not 
have the same hold on Procopius’s contemporary readers, “for whom they 
are partly a literary convention, [and] partly a vivid way of showing the 
truly exceptional evil of Theodora’s nature, whose real sin lay in the harm 
she had done to the state together with Justinian.” 109 Cameron is right in 
seeing sexual details as merely building blocks in Procopius’s case for The-
odora’s true malice (i.e., her complicity with Justinian and their abuses of 
imperial power). Nevertheless, this interpretation does nothing to unpack 
the manner in which the rhetorical deployment of graphic sexual detail 
was used as a political tactic. Furthermore, it leaves unexamined how, for 
both modern and medieval readers, nonnormative sexual behaviors and 
practices were stigmatized, the very process that enabled such behaviors to 
be wielded as a literary rhetorical weapon by Procopius. Procopius’s narra-
tive demonstrates that Theodora’s sexual debauchery was only one element 
of—or a mere symptom of—her and Justinian’s “demonic nature.” For Pro-
copius, divergent sexual practices function as clearly identifiable markers 
of this broader evil. With his Secret History, he demonstrates the enormous 
power seemingly banal, salacious, and trivial gossip has in a political state 
to undermine rulers and dissenters alike—a point underscored by Justini-
an’s own persecution of men performing same-gender sexual acts.

My goal in this chapter has been to understand the rhetorical force of 
slut-shaming as a practice, whether it is done for a broad audience or only 
for the perverse pleasure of a small group. In addition, I have shown how 
slut-shaming deploys not only the expected lurid sexual details but also 
narratives about contraception and abortion to further shame women as 
murderers. Ultimately, by closely examining this slut-shaming, we are also 
able to perceive the immense privilege associated with access to safe repro-
ductive health care, as well as the popularity of these supposedly shameful 
practices in sixth-century Constantinople. It does not matter whether Pro-
copius’s Theodora ever existed or whether anyone beyond a small group 
read the Secret History during her lifetime. An established rhetorical prac-
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tice since antiquity, the manifestation of slut-shaming reveals much about 
a culture’s practices, prejudices, assumptions, and imaginings about sexu-
ality, gender, and, at times, reproductive choices.

Theodora was slut-shamed, whether she knew it or not, and however she 
acted. To celebrate her repentance, her charity, her patronage, her contribu-
tions to society, or her total innocence without analyzing how slut-shaming 
operated in Procopius’s text—as part of a systematic oppression of nonnor-
mative sexual practice and subjectivities—is neither feminist nor ethical. 
Instead, it illustrates the use of respectability politics as a form of atonement: 
celebrating the contributions of members of an oppressed social group in 
order to suggest that demonstrated excellence, cultural assimilation, and 
normativity can be reparative. To praise Theodora’s shamelessness is not 
to praise a queer identity; it is to embrace the violent bullying and subse-
quent marginalization of nonnormative subjects through the imposition of 
shame. Furthermore, it is to deny the possibility that Theodora could have 
led a sexually nonnormative life in which her acceptance by fellow margin-
alized figures allowed her to be free from the horrific violence of shame.

What is necessary is the articulation of an image of a sexually active, 
promiscuous, abortion-having, orgy-partaking, oral-sex-enjoying, sod-
omitical Theodora who nevertheless persisted and thrived in the Con-
stantinopolitan social sphere, which included many other figures just like 
her. This is a celebration of a queered identity: one begotten in the shad-
ows of communities that support promiscuous and shame-free sexual 
behaviors, and that enable the procurement of contraceptives and aborti-
facients. Procopius’s account offers glimmers of these queer communities 
in sixth-century Constantinople, found around the theaters and market-
places, places where a young Theodora or Antonina might learn about all 
sorts of drugs and pursue various sexual acts free of shame. Regardless of 
whether Procopius’s portrayal of Theodora is at all accurate, it is clear that 
figures like her did exist in sixth-century Constantinople. The interweav-
ing of law, gender, and medicine by Procopius and the other sources in this 
chapter provides the foundation for comprehending not only the sexuality 
of cisgender women in Byzantium but also how gender identity and same-
gender desire were conceived and articulated.
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III. Transgender Lives
After nine years, they saw that the young girl was beardless and they called 
her “Hilarion the Eunuch” since there were many such [eunuchs] wearing 
the habit. For her breasts, too, they were not as those of all women. Above all, 
she was shrunken with ascetic practices and even her menstrual period had 
stopped because of the deprivation . . . 
  The blessed Hilaria, when she saw her lay sister, knew her: but the lay sister 
knew not her sister, the monk. How should she know her since her flesh had 
withered through mortification and the beauty of her body had altered, and 
her appearance, she being naught but skin and bone? Besides all this she was 
wearing a man’s garb.

—�Anonymous, The Life of Hilarion 
(modified trans. James Drescher)

From the fifth to the ninth century, a number of saints’ lives com-
posed in the Greek-speaking Mediterranean detail the lives of individuals 
assigned female at birth who, for a variety of reasons, choose to live most 
their lives as monks, usually presenting and passing as eunuchs within 
male monastic communities.1 Throughout the ninth to eleventh centuries, 
more of these stories appeared in the manuscript tradition, suggesting their 
growing popularity; they were also translated into Coptic, Syriac, Ethio-
pic, Armenian, and Arabic, as well as Latin and other European languages, 
fueling the eventual popularity of similar stories in the West.2 Thirteen of 
these narratives from the late antique Mediterranean serve as the founda-
tion for the tradition, but in literature from across the medieval world Val-
erie Hotchkiss has identified no fewer than thirty-four stories of women 
who dressed as men in some capacity.3

The figure of these persons whose sex was assigned female at birth but 
who later chose to live their lives as men presents a challenge for mod-
ern historians attempting to understand their contributions to a history 
of transgender and gender-variant individuals. This chapter examines how 
we might not only understand these figures as transgender by contextual-
izing the narratives within the social, religious, and medical practices that 
framed their lives but also understand what a transgender Byzantine iden-
tity might have looked like in the larger society.



90  /  chapter iii

Modern historians usually call these individuals “transvestite” or “cross-
dressing” saints, but those labels are problematic for two reasons. First, the 
term “transvestite” is denounced by all contemporary guides to language 
on LGBTQ+ matters as a pejorative, suggesting that the practice of cross-
dressing is rooted in psychological disorder and eroticism. Second, “cross-
dressing” refers to persons who choose, as a form of expression, to dress as 
but not to live full-time as the “opposite” gender.4 The term does not apply 
to the figures discussed here, who lived most of their lives as male eunuchs; 
theirs were not temporary choices. Terms matter, because they influence 
the questions we are capable of asking of these sources.

Still, scholars repeatedly have shied away from referring to these fig-
ures as “transgender,” instead calling them “transvestite nuns,” “cross-
dressing” saints, or women in “disguise.” 5 These pejorative terms, which 
are pervasive throughout the historiography, negate these subjects’ iden-
tification as transgender persons. The problem here is less the possible in-
accuracy or anachronistic use of the term “transgender” in a premodern 
context; rather the danger lies in the modern assumptions about a binary 
gender system and a conflation of sex and gender that the terms “transves-
tine nuns” and the like imply. As a consequence, in the secondary literature 
the terms “transgender” and “transsexual” have become synonymous and 
are used interchangeably. Yet “transsexual” has fallen out of use in contem-
porary transgender activism and scholarship. This medical and psycholog-
ical term—often used to describe a person who has or seeks to alter their 
bodies through hormone replacement therapy, surgery, or both in order to 
confirm their gender identity—relies on a reductive understanding of gen-
der as biological, binary, and determined.6 Thus the term is both inappro-
priate for and unable to cover a gamut of gender expressions.

In contrast, “transgender” is an umbrella term that applies to a variety 
of gender-variant practices and people, of which “transvestites” and “cross-
dressers” are considered to make up an important (but not the only) part.7 
As David Valentine has elucidated in his now classic ethnography on the 
category of “transgender,” as this term came into widespread use by social 
actors and activists during the early 1990s, many individuals who partici-
pated in the transgender community did not always identify as transgen-
der.8 The label served a key role in structuring a collective community 
encompassing a range of gender-variant lives and practices, even though 
at times not all members would have claimed the label for themselves. This 
tension between self-identification and identification by others is critical, 
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for—as Valentine notes—it draws attention to how the politics of identifi-
cation are shaped through social power relationships.9

While many of the figures discussed here are literary, my goal is to allow 
them an agency beyond the page that treats them as real and viable possi-
bilities for lived subjectivities. To deny them such agency and plausibility 
beyond the page would be to continue to deny the feasibility of trans identi-
ties in the medieval world and to promote the notion that trans and nonbi-
nary subjects are a modern invention. I therefore will be using “he/him” or 
“she/her,” if those are the pronouns to which the individuals commit in the 
text, and the gender-neutral singular “they/them” for figures who embrace 
a gender-fluid or nonbinary identity.

The work of scholars such as David Valentine, Jack Halberstam, and 
Dean Spade makes clear that we must accept that the category “transgen-
der” encompasses a wide spectrum of gender variation. Furthermore, we 
must seize its ethical importance for acknowledging and retrieving forms 
of identification that might not have been available to a person at any given 
historical moment. Therefore, I apply the term transgender here to figures 
whose stories tell us that they were assigned female sex at birth but who 
lived their lives as males, often passing as male-presenting eunuchs. Here 
I seek not only to consider how we might understand these literary figures 
as transgender men by contextualizing the narratives within their fram-
ing social, religious, and medical practices but also to recognize what other 
historical transgender identities might have looked like beyond narratives 
in Byzantium.

Trans Monks: The Example of the Life of Marinos

The narratives concerning trans monks, whether real or legendary, pro-
vide models of what a transgender identity looked like to the Byzantine 
imagination. To be clear, the extant sources do not provide enough infor-
mation to support an argument that any of these people felt their gender 
identity did not match their birth-assigned sex in the way that this sub-
jectivity is simplistically imagined today. Nevertheless, these figures lived 
most of their lives through a gender expression that did not match their as-
signed sex, which is more than enough. Many chose to continue living as 
monks even after their birth-assigned sex had been revealed, while others 
pleaded that their bodies not be stripped naked at death so that they might 
retain their gender identities posthumously—though in all the narratives 
their sex is revealed, often without their consent.
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Figures like Hilarion, who appears in the epigraph that began this chap-
ter, suggest ways in which medieval persons constructed a gender identity 
different from that which they were assigned at birth. Rather than being 
limited to dress and grooming, the means of transformation affected the 
very composition of the body, as ascetic practices were understood to wear 
away the flesh and alter the feminine figure into a more masculine form, 
into a rougher, darker, and faded beauty. The changes caused by deprivation 
and malnutrition could include withered breasts and the end of menstru-
ation, as the story of Hilarion suggests. Although many of the transgender 
monks described in these narratives live their lives and die as men—despite 
being outed in some way as trans—in other instances, after being outed or 
forced to out themselves as female, other figures choose to continue their 
lives as nuns. By analyzing these stories, I explore what differentiates those 
figures who, after being outed in some way, commit to their identity as men 
and those who choose to live as cis women.

To explore these matters, we begin by turning our attention to the Life 
of Marinos. His is a typical narrative for a transgender monk, which con-
tains some kind of family crisis, entry into a monastery, conflict, accusation 
about or outing of their birth-assigned sex, and eventual resolution, usually 
after the monk’s death.10 In this case, a young child assigned female at birth 
is raised by his father after his mother dies; once the child has come of age, 
the father decides that he wishes to join a monastery. Desiring not to be 
separated from his father, the child asks to have his hair shorn, be clothed 
as a man, and change his name to Marinos, so that he may continue to 
share a life with his father. Marinos thus lives his life in the monastery; as 
is always the case in the Byzantine sources, there the male-clothed female 
body is understood as being that of a eunuch, an identity that explains his 
beardless face and delicate voice. Like many of these figures, Marinos is 
heralded for his great asceticism; he eats only once every other day, a prac-
tice that, as I argue below, could have been aimed at stopping menstruation 
and was believed to reduce the size of breasts. Eventually, Marinos’s father 
passes away, and he is left to bear his truth alone.

One day, Marinos is accused of defiling a nearby innkeeper’s daughter; 
upon conceiving a child after being seduced by a soldier, the young woman 
blames “the young monk  .  .  . the attractive one called Marinos.” Mari-
nos accepts the charges. He says, “I have sinned as a man,” embracing the 
shame of a crime that he did not commit. After he is cast out of the monas-
tery, he lives immediately outside its gates. Once born, the infant is handed 
over to Marinos, who seeks out milk from some shepherds to feed the child 
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“as its father.” 11 After three years, Marinos and the child are let back into the 
monastery. Eventually, Marinos passes away and is found in his cell. Only 
then, while preparing to wash the corpse, do his fellow monks realize that 
Marinos could not have been the one who impregnated the woman. Upon 
the revelation of this news, the innkeeper is told to repent; his daughter, af-
ter confessing her lies, becomes possessed by a demon. When she visits the 
tomb of the blessed Marinos, the woman is immediately healed of her de-
monic possession.

In the Menologion of Basil II, an illuminated collection of saints’ lives 
compiled around 1000 c.e., the illustration of this climactic moment col-
lapses the discovery of Marinos’s secret and the woman’s miraculous heal-
ing into a single moment (fig. 3.1). A brother on the far left speaks to the 
innkeeper at the center, who holds a staff and gazes in judgment at his 
possessed daughter. She is rushing into the scene; her right leg and thigh 
are fully displayed to the viewer as she approaches the recumbent Mari-
nos. Her hair stands straight up, electrified, an indication of her demonic 
possession. The artist has dramatized the moment before the innkeeper’s 
daughter’s repentance in front of the deceased Marinos, the act of confes-
sion through which this narrative accomplishes its final outing. At the cen-
ter of the image, Marinos is set on a bier, about to be buried in a female 
habit. He is thus forcibly returned to his birth-assigned female sex by the 
artist and narrative alike: the artist and author’s implication here is that the 
miracle all along was Marinos’s ability to pass as male.

Consider in comparison the narrative of Matrona of Perge, which fea-
tures a radically different structure than that of Marinos.12 Trapped in a 
physically abusive relationship, Matrona flees her husband and escapes dis-
covery by joining Bassianos, a male monastery in Constantinople, as a eu-
nuch. But, for the entirety of her life, except for the first three years of her 
monastic career in Bassianos, Matrona lived as a woman. Her story is far 
longer and more complex than that of Marinos. After the accusation that 
she is a woman, she spends some years traveling through the Holy Land be-
fore eventually serving as the abbess of a convent in Constantinople. In this 
story, she is outed by a vision that appears simultaneously to the founder 
of her original monastery—Bassianos—and to another archimandrite at 
a nearby monastery, informing them that the eunuch in their midst is a 
woman. Confronting Matrona, the Abbot Bassianos elicits a confession 
from her as she tells him, “[N]o longer am I thought to be a eunuch, nor 
to be addressed as Babylas, but am soon once again to be a woman and to 
be called Matrona.” 13 Matrona is then asked to depart the monastery—a 



3.1. Entombment of Marinos. Vatican City, Biblioteca Apostolica Vaticana, ‘Menologion’ of 
Basil II (Vat. gr. 1613), fol. 394. © 2019 Biblioteca Apostolica Vaticana.



Transgender Lives  /  95

departure from the pattern in other similar stories, in which fellow broth-
ers help conceal the monk’s identity or, alternatively, the saint endures great 
trials but does not confess to being gender-variant, as in the case of Mari-
nos. Unlike Marinos, in the Menologion of Basil II Matrona is not depicted 
in any narrative context (fig. 3.2). She is simply standing upright before her 
Constantinopolitan convent, in the living flesh and wearing female monas-
tic garb, with her hands raised up in prayer to God. Her identity is securely 
female: there is no climax of outing and deadnaming.

Usually, in these narratives, the saint continues to live as a male eunuch 
up to their death, even after the revelation of their birth-assigned sex. In 
the life of Dorotheos, the saint is accused of sleeping with the emperor’s 
daughter and impregnating her. Dorotheos is forced to reveal his breasts 
to the emperor, who also happens to be his own father, in order to absolve 
himself of the crime.14 But, in this case, before his revelation Dorotheos had 
made his parents promise to allow him to return to the monastery. Doro-
theos relieves his sister of her pregnancy—which had resulted from a de-
monic possession—in an instance of a divinely sanctioned abortion. He 
then returns to the monastery, dying as a man after he asked his brethren 
not to prepare the body for burial so that they do not learn about his birth-
assigned sex. Comparing the narratives of Marinos and Dorotheos and the 
story of Matrona, in their different commitments to live and die as men, 
we begin to perceive the different contours of these figures’ gender identi-
ties. In another narrative, a figure who has taken on the name Eugenius is 
similarly accused of being responsible for a pregnancy, but before a public 
trial begins, the figure reveals her breasts and declares that she is “by na-
ture a woman.” 15 Rather than falsely confessing to her crimes or revealing 

3.2. Portrait of 
Matrona of Perge. 
Vatican City, Bib-
lioteca Apostolica 
Vaticana, ‘Meno
logion’ of Basil II 
(Vat. gr. 1613), fol. 
169. © 2019 Bib-
lioteca Apostolica 
Vaticana.
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the truth in private so that she might resume her male monastic life, as did 
Marinos and Dorotheos, she denudes herself and declares her gender iden-
tity as female and her name Eugenia.

That Matrona and Eugenia see themselves as women throughout their 
time in the monastery is a point emphasized by their authors. When asked 
how she took communion unveiled and how she gave her brothers the kiss 
of peace on the mouth for years, Matrona replies:

During the divine mysteries I have pulled my cloak halfway over my head, 
feigning a headache. And as for the symbol of peace and seal of love, I have not 
shunned it, for I consider that I offered myself not unto human mouths, but 
unto God’s angels and men free of passion.16

Matrona’s response shows her taking different approaches to two prob-
lems created by her gender: a spiritual answer justifies her kissing the other 
brothers on the lips, but not her taking communion. Instead, she struggles 
with the fact that she herself felt the need to be veiled as a woman. In the 
life of Eugenia, we see that during her time at the monastery, she chooses 
to perform jobs associated with women, such as drawing water from the 
well, chopping wood for fire, and sweeping the rooms; she “fulfilled all the 
services of the brethren.” 17 These gendered details are not found across all 
these stories; indeed, often the narrators wish to stress the saints’ masculin-
ity even while using she/her pronouns. Moreover, while some saints com-
mit fully to their transgender identities until death, such as Marinos, still 
others resume their lives as women after a period of time.

Transmasculinity in Early Christianity

To understand the importance of these stories of trans monks in Byzan-
tium, it is crucial to first understand the value of and emphasis on trans-
masculinity in early Christian piety, even for cis women. In the early 
Christian world, the emergence of these female-to-male transgender saints 
can be traced through several possible heritages—from the vestiges of pa-
gan cult practices to the story of Saint Thecla, who in her desire to follow 
the Apostle Paul said that she would “cut [her] hair off” and sought him 
wearing “a mantle that she had altered so as to make a man’s cloak.” 18 Nar-
ratives of Christian devotion and piety often evidence a similar cloaking of 
the female body in a masculine gender expression for the sake of religious 
pursuit. For example, in the fifth century, Cyril of Scythopolis recounts 
that a certain Basilina, wishing to visit a holy elder, “planned to put on 
masculine attire and visit him in the laura.” In the Martyrdom of Perpetua 



Transgender Lives  /  97

and Felicitas, in a vision on the eve of her being cast into the arena with the 
beasts, Perpetua describes her naked body: “My clothes were stripped off, 
and suddenly I was a man.” 19 Here, it is not simply the attire but also the 
very body of the martyr that becomes male.20

This salvific transition from femininity to masculinity has precedent in 
the roughly early second-century Gospel of Thomas, where Jesus rebukes 
Simon Peter for suggesting that Mary Magdalene is not worthy of their 
company:

I shall lead her so that I will make her male in order that she also may become 
a living spirit, resembling you males. For every woman who makes herself 
male will enter the kingdom of heaven.21

The notion that women were to become male is pervasive throughout early 
Christianity. Since the feminine is seen as entwined with the earthly and 
sensual desires of the flesh, women should aspire to become like men, un-
moved by passions.22 In the preserved sayings of the desert mother Sarah 
from the fifth century, we find similar signs that the holy figure’s asceticism 
and triumphs over the demons of fornication and earthly pleasures altered 
her gender identity. On one occasion, Sarah confronts two male anchorites 
who sought to humiliate her because of her sex, saying, “According to na-
ture I am a woman, but not according to my thoughts.” At another time, 
when monks came to pay their respects, she “said to the brothers, ‘It is I 
who am a man, you who are women.’ ” 23

To become male or to be a man was to conquer the earthly attachment to 
the flesh and transition from feminine inferiority to masculine superiority. 
In the writings of the first-century Jewish philosopher Philo of Alexandria, 
this model of gender transcendence is incisively articulated.24 In discussing 
why Moses selected a male sheep to sacrifice, Philo explains that because 
the sheep is male, it symbolically represents perfect progress:

For progress is indeed nothing else than the giving up of the female gender by 
changing into the male, since the female gender is material, passive, corporeal 
and sense-perceptible, while the male is active, rational, incorporeal and more 
akin to mind and thought.25

For Philo, progress is manifested as a rebuking of femininity as such; to be-
come male is to become rational and divorced from the follies of sensual 
perception. Elsewhere, Philo applies this notion to sense perception itself: 
he claims that the “ears are more sluggish and feminine [thēlutera] than 
the eyes”—while the eyes anticipate and seek out visible things, hearing 
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involves simply the passive reception of sound.26 While the statement of 
Galatians 3:28 that in the kingdom of heaven “there is neither male nor fe-
male,” all being united as one in Christ, might suggest that an androgy-
nous, dual-gendered body is possible, it appears only as a very basic and 
rudimentary symbolic formulation early on.27 As Elizabeth Castelli has 
cautioned, Philo does not suggest the possibility of any overlap or reci-
procity between genders; he only advocates forsaking the feminine in favor 
of the masculine as a means of transcendence to a higher state of being.28 
Males who condescend to take up the feminine emerge in the Christian tra-
dition exclusively in invectives against same-gender desire, which is taken 
as synonymous with the feminine identity of a male-sexed body.

This model of gender ascent, from female to male, appears throughout 
early Christian literature, and this is the context in which the transgen-
der monks are treated by scholars. In reviewing this secondary literature, 
we find the erasure of possible trans lives and observe a fundamental re-
luctance to believe in the reality of transgender persons in the medieval 
world. As Kerstin Aspergen notes in her unfinished study on the ideal of 
the “male woman,” the masculine is not only perfect and good but also 
virginal, with sensuality and sexuality introduced by the feminine.29 At-
tributing the narratives of transgender monks to the Syrian milieu of the 
late antique Greco-Roman world, Susan Ashbrook Harvey has understood 
these lives as pointing to a broader and more abstract rebuke of femininity 
that is in keeping with “the misogynism that had become an integral part 
of Syrian Christianity, as of the larger church.” 30 Caroline Walker Bynum, 
taking a broader view, understands “cross-dressing” as a “practical device” 
enabling women to avoid persecution, escape their families, and take on 
social roles assigned to men alone, while for men it served simply as a “re-
ligious symbol.” 31

Jack Halberstam’s observations on the modern equivalents of these dy-
namics help us put the modern historians’ responses into context. For in-
stance, Halberstam has noted that female masculinity is often associated 
with “a ‘natural’ desire for the greater freedoms and mobility enjoyed by 
boys,” except of course when that masculinity exceeds its bounds and 
challenges male identity itself.32 Our evidence for the lives of transgender 
women is therefore limited, given that men “could have gained nothing so-
cially by it except opprobrium,” as Bynum notes.33 Certainly, it seems in-
arguable that, as narratives and models of emulation, these stories betray 
a toxic misogyny in late antique thought and offer proof of the consequen-
tial gain to be had by forsaking the feminine. The very fact that the lives 
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of these transgender monks were written, compiled, and widely circulated 
underscores how positively these stories were viewed.

These transgender saints were thus aspirational models, showing the 
way for all genders to purge themselves of feminine wiles and weaknesses—
but we must not ignore the specific prohibitions against the practices fol-
lowed by these transgender figures. Cross-dressing in any capacity and in 
either direction was prohibited not only by biblical tradition but also by 
Church councils and imperial law codes. Deuteronomy 22:5 states unequiv-
ocally that “a woman must not wear men’s clothing, nor should a man dress 
up in women’s clothing,” both being an offense to God. This edict is reiter-
ated in Canon 62 of the Council in Trullo, held in Constantinople in 692, 
which decreed that “no man should wear feminine attire, nor any woman 
that which suits men,” particularly addressing such dress in the context of 
pagan festivals.34 Earlier, Canons 13 and 17 of the Council of Gangra in 345 
prohibited women from wearing male clothing and from cutting their hair, 
respectively, in both cases specifically rejecting the justification of ascetic 
practice as pretense.35 Canon 13 reads: “If any woman, under pretense of as-
ceticism, shall change her apparel and, instead of a woman’s accustomed 
clothing, shall put on that of a man, let her be anathema.” 36 Similarly, the 
mid-fifth-century Theodosian Code states that women who cut their hair 
“contrary to divine and human laws, at the instigation and persuasion of 
some professed belief,” shall be kept from entering churches, from attend-
ing the consecrated mysteries, and from visiting the “altars which must be 
venerated by all”; and any members of the clergy who allow them to do any 
of these things shall be found complicit in these crimes.37 Significantly, be-
ginning with the fourth-century Council of Gangra, these regulations pro-
hibit not just cross-dressing generally, as in Deuteronomy, but specifically 
cross-dressing by women that has been pursued under an ascetic pretense, 
as reiterated by the Theodosian Code. In other words, these conciliar and 
legal decrees demonstrate that the idea of cross-dressing ascetic women in 
late antique society predates and was not limited to the saints’ lives that 
have come down to us.

These canons and codes suggest that the practice of cross-dressing as-
ceticism by women was more widespread than the textual narratives alone 
imply, though we are left with a perplexing contradiction between its ven-
eration in later stories and its explicit prohibition. The various laws also 
underscore that the notion of female masculinity or female masculiniza-
tion was not simply a rhetorical or symbolic trope in late antique and early 
Christian literature; instead, the rejection of femininity was manifested in 
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the embodied gender expression of Greco-Roman figures who took on a 
transgender identity. As the instances surveyed previously suggest, some of 
these figures presented themselves as men for the sake of their ascetic and 
devotional pursuits, ranging from access to a holy elder in a monastery to 
following the teachings of a holy figure—thereby enjoying the social priv-
ileges of men, as Bynum noted. However, the texts also demonstrate that 
some of these figures would come to self-identify and in their bare flesh ac-
tually perceive themselves as male, as in the cases of Sarah and Perpetua, 
respectively. In this context, we must critically examine the implications 
of taking on the gender expression of a male monastic for a person birth-
assigned female, often for the rest of their lives. As the narratives recount, 
such a person seeks and aspires to fully transform themselves into a man, 
understood as not just taking on the traits and character associated with 
masculinity on a psychological level but also physically transforming the 
appearance of their bodies through dress and fasting in order to effectively 
pass as male-bodied persons, often, but not always, out of fear of being ex-
iled, ostracized, or harmed by sexual assault.

Adhering to these patterns of male becoming, Basil of Ancyra states 
in his mid-fourth-century treatise On the True Purity of Virginity that, 
through rigorous ascetic practice, women were to become men; men, in 
turn, were to join the rank of angels.38 To become male was, therefore, to 
become a virginal ascetic: unmoved by sexual desire and the sensuality of 
the senses, governed by reason and judgment alone. These characteristics 
were not simply ideated symbols or psychological aspirations but also had 
an effect on a person’s gender expression: both males and females were to 
avoid any kind of self-presentation that could be understood as feminine. 
In locating temptation and sexual desire in the feminine, Basil of Ancyra 
casts virginity not only as pure abstention, but as an active and perfor-
mative negation of the feminine—both of feminine pleasures in a woman 
herself and of the pleasures that she might give rise to in men. Basil thus 
commands that the virgin “must make herself look masculine and her voice 
hard, and in her walk and generally in every movement of her body con-
strain the enticements of pleasure.” In all respects, her voice, appearance, 
and movements must be characterized by a firm masculine brusqueness, 
and her inner emotions must be as dispassionate as if she were an unfeel-
ing sculpted image.39

This performance of masculinity is repeatedly staged as being the ideal 
behavior for a pious Christian woman, even though many of the practices 
were explicitly restricted by contemporary legal codes that aimed to police 
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and distinguish the dress and behavior of persons according to a strict gen-
der binary. We see here a tension between religious ideals, law codes, and 
gender identity. The authors of the lives of trans monks were especially ad-
ept at playing on and exposing these tensions. In the story of Pelagius, for 
example, the author infuses the narrative with conflicts in his gender pre-
sentation, even when he is passing as a cis woman. In his procession into 
town, Pelagius, as a wealthy sex worker, presents readers with an ostenta-
tious manifestation of dress and behavior coded as feminine:

This prostitute then appeared before our eyes, sitting prominently on a riding 
donkey adorned with little bells and caparisoned; in front of her was a great 
throng of her servants and she herself was decked out with gold ornaments, 
pearls, and all sorts of precious stones, resplendent in luxurious and expensive 
clothes. On her hands and feet she wore armbands, silks, and anklets deco-
rated with all sorts of pearls, while around her neck were necklaces and strings 
of pendants and pearls. Her beauty stunned those who beheld her, captivating 
them in their desire for her.40

Unlike the pure virgin who might work to masculinize her gender expres-
sion and remove all form of feminine ornamentation, the figure of the sex 
worker is allowed an exuberant femininity. The author recounts how the 
“scent of her perfumes and the reek of her cosmetics” assaulted everyone 
in the vicinity, while holy bishops sought to avert their eyes “as though she 
was some sinful object.” 41 Certainly, what we are offered here is designed to 
simultaneously display an excessive femininity (in opposition to his even-
tual masculine ascetic ascent) and to slut-shame Pelagius for his appear-
ance and garb as a sex worker.

Rhetorically, the assumption of a fundamental opposition between Pe-
lagius’s fallen femininity and salvific masculinity is foiled by a telling de-
tail: the author describes sitting in amazement at Pelagius’s clothing and 
the fact that “she went by us with her head uncovered, with a scarf thrown 
round her shoulders in a shameless fashion, as though she were a man.” 42 
Loose, unbound hair is often associated with sexually loose women in the 
late antique Mediterranean, so it would be an apt detail to note in describ-
ing a sex worker. But Pelagius’s shamelessness seems to be demonstrated 
more by how he carried that scarf (as a man would) than by his leaving 
his head uncovered as a sex worker.43 This detail might be viewed as an in-
stance of foreshadowing or simply another example of his deviant shame-
lessness. However, the difficulty lies in reconciling this objection to his 
earlier masculine attire with the later praise for Pelagius’s eventual life and 
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death as a male eunuch. Pelagius’s life as a sex worker was, by all social ac-
counts, masculine; despite his feminine ties to excessive pleasure and sex-
uality, he is shown entering as a wealthy figure with a prominent staff and 
entourage. Transgender monks, like Pelagius, are repeatedly depicted as 
self-motivated and empowered to seek out the religious life, to break the 
ties of domesticity, family, or marriage; often, as in the case of Dorotheos, 
they show precocious devotion to ascetic life from an early age. Thus, we are 
forced to accept an apparent contradiction: the authors are eloquent in por-
traying how these figures operated as males in various capacities, including 
in the fallen state of the highly feminized sex worker, even before they were 
able to formally transition to monastic life.44

The Transmasculine Body of Ascetic Practice

Throughout these narratives, from Basil of Ancyra’s recommendations for 
virgins to the extreme ascetic practices of the transgender monks, is a clear 
and intentional desire to alter one’s gender expression and presentation, 
including the body’s secondary sex characteristics. In the case of Hilarion 
the Eunuch, who appears in this chapter’s epigraph, the narrative provides 
a detailed description of the radical transformation of Hilarion’s body as 
perceived and understood by others. We learn how he was read by others: 
for example, his “beardless” face caused people to ascribe to Hilarion the 
gender identity of a eunuch. Hilarion’s ascetic actions themselves altered 
his physical appearance over the years, making him appear more mascu-
line. We are told that his “menstrual period had stopped because of the 
deprivation,” and also that his breasts “were not as those of all women.” 
Hilarion is not unrecognizable simply because of his male garb or haggard 
appearance: his ascetic practice has directly affected his body’s secondary 
sex characteristics.

That these figures changed their secondary sex characteristics through 
asceticism and fasting is repeatedly stressed in the narratives; authors par-
ticularly point to the reduction of breasts, the cessation of menses, and the 
alteration of feminine facial features.45 In the case of Hilarion, the text is 
not entirely clear as to whether his breasts were “not as those of all women” 
before he became an ascetic or if his asceticism had changed them, though 
it seems to lean toward the latter, given both that the passage describes this 
encounter as occurring “after nine years” and that comments about with-
ered and shriveled-up breasts are found in other accounts, as in the story 
of Anastasius.
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While on his deathbed, Anastasius, who had been living as a eunuch, 
begs Daniel of Sketis, who knew his life story, to ensure that he be buried 
with his clothes on so that the other brothers do not discover his birth-
assigned sex—a detail found in many of these narratives. As in the other in-
stances, the brother preparing the body for burial is instructed to place the 
burial garment over what the deceased is wearing. Here, the narrative tells 
us that, as “the brother was dressing [Anastasius], he saw that on his chest 
he had women’s breasts, looking like two shriveled up leaves.” 46 This detail 
is preserved in both the Greek and Syriac versions, as well as in the Latin, 
Armenian, and Ethiopian accounts.47 The Ethiopic text explicitly states that 
Anastasius’s breasts “were dried up from much fasting,” thus directly con-
necting the appearance of his breasts and ascetic practice.48 The various 
versions of the story make clear that this brother speaks only to Daniel 
about what he saw: “Father, did you know that the eunuch we buried was a 
woman? As I was putting on the burial garment, I felt and noticed that she 
had breasts hanging down like two withered leaves.” 49 He made this discov-
ery only by accident, having “felt” the breasts through the garment; there 
is no indication in this case that the body was purposely disrobed, against 
Anastasius’s wishes.

How Anastasius’s gender identity is constituted from this point forward 
in the story is revealing. Not only does the brother respect the secret by dis-
cussing it privately with Daniel, but Anastasius’s identification as a male 
eunuch is not wholly stripped away. To the brother, Daniel calmly replies: 
“Yes, my son, I know he was really a woman.” 50 Daniel then recounts the 
story of how Anastasius had been assigned female at birth and raised as a 
patrician lady in Constantinople whose beauty caught the eye of the em-
peror Justinian. His romantic interest provoked the jealous wrath of The-
odora, and Anastasius turned to asceticism to escape the clutches of the 
imperial couple. Interestingly, Daniel describes how Anastasius engaged in 
asceticism along with his monastic brothers, “battering their bodies, and 
living like angels on earth,” even intimating that after ascending from fe-
male to male, Anastasius had risen further into the rank of the angels.51 
Daniel concludes his narrative of Anastasius’s life with a strong statement:

Let us pray then, my son, that the Lord may hold us worthy of the same course 
and way of life, and may we find along with this holy father, mercy on that day; 
and together with this father and brother Anastasios the eunuch, may we be 
worthy of the kingdom that does not pass away.52
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Although the author—or perhaps a later writer—appends to this “Now An-
astasia was her name,” Daniel’s words show extreme sensitivity to Anasta-
sius’s gender identity, commemorating him not as a mother and sister but 
as a “father and brother,” as well as speaking his male name. Here, the nar-
rative of Anastasius is staged not as a model to be emulated by women but 
rather as a model for his fellow monks. Moreover, there are clear indica-
tions that Daniel, if not the author or a later copyist, wishes to remember 
Anastasius as a male eunuch, not as a woman.

In narratives that focus on the transformation of the ascetic’s body into 
a masculine form, we also often catch a glimmer of a gender identity that 
seems to go beyond a mere symbolic or spiritual transformation. For in-
stance, while Pelagius arrived in the story with the display of his femininity 
as a sex worker, in the later rhetorical inversion of that figure he is radically 
transformed. In a haunting passage, the former brother of the monastery 
who assisted in Pelagius’s conversion and baptism recounts encountering 
him much later:

I knocked, and Pelagia, the handmaid of God, opened it. She was dressed in 
the habit of a venerable man. . . . I failed to recognize her because she had lost 
those good looks I used to know; her astounding beauty had all faded away, 
her laughing and bright face that I had known had become ugly, her pretty 
eyes had become hollow and cavernous as the result of much fasting and the 
keeping of vigils. The joints of her holy bones, all fleshless, were visible be-
neath her skin through emaciation brought on by ascetic practices. Indeed 
the whole complexion of her body was coarse and dark like sackcloth, as the 
result of strenuous penance. The whole of Jerusalem used to call her “the eu-
nuch,” and no one suspected anything else about her; nor did I notice any-
thing about her that resembled the manner of a woman. I received a blessing 
from her as if from a male eunuch who was a renowned monk, a perfect and 
righteous disciple of Christ. The holy Pelagia opened her mouth and spoke to 
me like a man.53

This passage clearly describes Pelagius’s transition to a male eunuch. Not 
only is he presented as severely emaciated and fleshless, as one would ex-
pect, but the author also uses male stereotypes to underscore the mascu-
linization of his body: his “whole complexion . . . was coarse and dark like 
sackcloth.”

Similarly, in the story of Dorotheos, after spending many years in a 
marsh his “body became like the skin of a tortoise since she [sic] was being 
eaten up by gnats” and was wasting away from rigorous fasting.54 Readers 
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would have associated the textures and colors evoked by the descriptions 
“sackcloth” and the “skin of a tortoise” with the harsh and darkened coarse-
ness of masculine bodies as generally conceptualized. Medical treatises, for 
example, use similar language to describe women of a masculine compo-
sition, whose menstruation is relatedly irregular or absent. As the sixth-
century Aetius of Amida writes:

There is a type of woman of mannish traits, dark complexion, strong consti-
tution, robust nerves, with many veins, having thick thighs and big buttocks, 
broad breasts and shoulders, firm nipples, deep voice, stronger and hairier 
(than normal). This type of woman menstruates scantily or not at all.55

Therefore, we should not read physical characteristics such as described 
in Dorotheos as being simply indicators of extreme deprivation, fasting, 
and asceticism—the practices that enabled these figures to pass as male. 
These physical markers carry meaning with respect to a person’s sex. The 
depiction of Pelagius relies on masculinizing forms of roughness and dark-
ness, and we are told that nothing about his appearance and character “re-
sembled the manner of a woman.” Additionally, even though Dorotheos’s 
transformation in the marsh to a rough and dark complexion might be 
caused by external factors, rhetorically it is this transformation that en-
ables his secondary sex characteristics to be altered in ways consistent with 
the medical knowledge of the time.

After the physical changes of his body are enumerated, the author re-
peatedly stresses Pelagius’s male gender identity. The brother describes 
receiving the blessing from him “as if from a male eunuch who was a re-
nowned monk,” adding that Pelagius “spoke to me like a man.” The lat-
ter detail suggests that the character and tenor of Pelagius’s voice had also 
changed. At Pelagius’s death, those attending him realize that he had been 
assigned female at birth. But readers remember how the female-passing 
Pelagius was introduced into the narrative earlier: even as a highly femi-
nized sex worker, he wore his scarf “as though she were a man.” These two 
appearances—as sex worker and ascetic—though apparently in contradic-
tion to one another, in reality, make legible the outward gender expression 
of Pelagius’s identity and are united by masculinity.

In the end, Pelagius has effectively transformed his body into a mascu-
line form, purging his “astounding beauty” and “bright face”—attributes 
often associated with feminine beauty. Nevertheless, the masculinity of his 
garb in a sense has not changed: at the start of the story he wears his gar-
ment “as though she were a man” and, in the end, he is “dressed in the habit 
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of a venerable man.” In the author’s narrative arc, the bodily transforma-
tion of Pelagius only completed a path toward masculine gender expression 
that he had already begun well before his baptism and asceticism. This ex-
ample hints at a narrative that intimates a monk’s gender identity was not 
solely the result of his asceticism but was to some degree the cause of it—
even if that subtle implication would have been legible to a Christian reader 
only as an indicator of the sex worker’s aberrant ways.

Gender Affirming Surgery in the Byzantine  
Reception of Elagabalus

In sketching out the bodily counterpart to these literary transgender iden-
tities, we must consider how medical knowledge shaped notions of gender 
identity and expression in the Byzantine world—and how medical prac-
tices enabled the transgression or affirmation of one’s gender. In Late An-
tiquity, the most detailed narrative of a transgender figure is Dio Cassius’s 
depiction of Elagabalus, who is said not only to have identified as female but 
also to have actively sought out gender affirming surgery. Elagabalus was a 
Roman emperor who lived in the early third century and reigned from 218 
until her assassination in 222. In his Roman History, Elagabalus’s contem-
porary Dio Cassius slanders the emperor’s life and deeds. In graphic detail, 
Dio Cassius recounts horrific and barbaric ritual sacrifices and magic as-
sociated with Elagabalus’s name, her various marriages, and her lascivious 
sexual conquests.56

Significant for our purposes is Elagabalus’s explicit depiction as a trans 
woman. According to Dio Cassius, Elagabalus “would go to the taverns by 
night, wearing a wig, and there ply the trade of a female huckster.” Re-
peatedly, she is said to behave like a female sex worker, standing naked in 
the doorway of the palace while in a “soft and melting voice” soliciting all 
who went by. In addition, she took on a lover whom she called her “hus-
band” and wished to make a co-emperor, choosing for herself the titles of 
“wife, mistress, and queen.” Only when she sat in judgment of someone in 
court did Elagabalus have “more or less the appearance of a man, but every-
where else he [sic] showed his affectation in his actions and in the quality 
of his voice.” Elagabalus would shave her own face and pluck her hairs out 
“so as to look more like a woman.” She worked wool, wore a hairnet, and 
painted her eyes. In one particularly disturbing passage, Dio Cassius claims 
that Elagabalus enjoyed being caught cheating on her husband so that he 
would violently abuse and beat her, giving her “black eyes,” as if suggesting 
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that being the victim of intimate partner violence is a specifically female 
characteristic.57

The figure of Elagabalus confronts us with a slanderous image of an em-
peror rooted in the tropes of classical and late antique invective—invective 
that closely parallels what we see aimed at Theodora in Procopius’s Secret 
History.58 Yet, at the same time, Elagabalus’s gender expression and con-
scious self-identification as a woman are unambiguously depicted, even if 
they are often constituted through her sexual relations with men. In this 
regard, Dio Cassius’s transphobic diatribe may be all too familiar to a mod-
ern reader; his description relies on the cruel stereotype of a trans woman 
that takes a person’s gender identity as a by-product of or cover for their 
own sexual depravity. Nevertheless, through these litanies of so-called de-
pravities, Dio Cassius offers us fragments of historical evidence for a co-
herent transgender identity and subjectivity, whether or not these were the 
lived realities of the historical Elagabalus.59

Medieval Byzantine historians found the charges of effeminacy and 
Elagabalus’s female self-identification some of the most compelling aspects 
of her life. The text known as Dio Cassius’s Roman History is actually a re-
construction pieced together from the writings of a variety of Byzantine 
historians, most importantly John Xiphilinus in the eleventh century and 
John Zonaras in the twelfth. The detailed and insightful comments about 
Elagabalus’s gender identity and desires for gender affirming surgery ap-
pear in Byzantine sources.60 In an extant fragment of the seventh-century 
historical chronicle ascribed to John of Antioch, the author notes Elagab-
alus’s “unmanly adornment” (anandrōs kosmoumenon) of herself and her 
feminine habits. In the early ninth century, George Synkellos describes 
Elagabalus simply as a “wholly effeminate man, who had turned his char-
acter to a feminine one [epi to gynaikeion ēthos tetrammenos], adorning 
himself with and practicing the things of women.” 61

Throughout the Byzantine sources there appears another crucial claim 
about Elagabalus, at times attributed to Dio Cassius but attested across 
Byzantine writers: that she not only sought to dress in women’s clothing, 
follow women’s grooming practices, and be called by a female name, but 
also desired to undergo surgical procedures to affirm her gender. In a pass-
ing yet telling comment, John Zonaras writes that Elagabalus “carried his 
lewdness to such a point that he asked the physicians to contrive a woman’s 
vagina in his body by means of an incision, promising them large sums for 
doing so.” A similar request is found in George Kedrenos’s twelfth-century 
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Synopsis of History: Elagabalus, “according to Dio, besought his physician 
to employ his skill to make him bisexual [diphuē] by means of an ante-
rior incision.” 62 This detail, whose attribution to Dio Cassius by Kedrenos 
is plausible, captured the imagination of several other Byzantine writers; 
the passage is cited verbatim by both the mid-tenth-century Symeon Logo-
thete (also referred to as Leo Grammatikos) and the twelfth-century Mi-
chael Glykas in their respective historical chronicles.63

Elagabalus’s request stresses the desire of this figure (real or imagined) 
to undergo gender affirming surgery in the late antique world. This point 
is emphasized by Dio Cassius, who leaves little uncertainty about Elaga-
balus’s motivation. When noting that Elagabalus circumcised herself in 
order to lead her cult, he writes that Elagabalus “had planned, indeed, to 
cut off his genitals altogether, but that desire was prompted solely by his 
effeminacy.” 64 These aspects of Elagabalus’s gender identity and desire for 
gender affirming surgery are often the only details provided about the Ro-
man emperor’s reign in Byzantine chronicles, a poignant implication for 
her life.65

The salacious details about Elgabalus’s sexuality and gender identity 
were by no means limited to Dio Cassius’s work. Similar claims are found 
in the works of both contemporary and later writers, whose dependence 
on Dio’s Roman History cannot be readily assumed. For example, in his 
Lives of the Sophists, Philostratus of Athens tells us that the Roman soph-
ist Claudius Aelianus (a contemporary of Elagabalus) composed and deliv-
ered an indignant attack against Elagabalus, called the “Indictment against 
the Little Woman” (katēgoria tou Gynnidos).66 Several decades later, the 
fourth-century anonymous author of the Epitome de Caesaribus writes that 
Elagabalus “turned himself into a woman” (in se convertens muliebri) and 
also asked to be called by a female name.67 The attack by Aelianus refer-
ring to Elagabalus as a “little woman” speaks to a widespread perception 
that the emperor was a trans woman, beyond Dio’s account. And while Ae-
lianus’s text was long believed to be wholly lost, Steven Smith has convinc-
ingly suggested that fragments have in fact come down to us preserved in 
the tenth-century Byzantine lexicon The Souda, providing further evidence 
that the text was well known and popular in the Byzantine world.68

Medical Discourses on Gender Affirming Surgery

While the stories of Elagabalus are unique in their detail and specificity, the 
notion that surgical procedures could be employed to affirm (or, at times, 
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reassign without consent) a person’s gender was not foreign to late antique 
and Byzantine doctors. Most obviously, they were familiar with the surgi-
cal and nonsurgical procedures for the castration of eunuchs in which the 
testicles were cut out through incisions in the scrotum, crushed, or even 
dissolved in young children by friction and pressure applied in a hot bath.69 
But, unlike other traditions, such as that of the later Ottomans, the Byz-
antine process did not involve radical castration: that is, the penis was left 
intact and eunuchs were often still capable of having erections, posing sig-
nificant problems for the image of the eunuch in early Christian writings.70

Scholars have struggled to understand the gender identity of eunuchs, 
circling around the realization that they operated in an extremely well-
defined gender-fluid category and were staunchly nonbinary. For example, 
Kathryn Ringrose has proposed that eunuchs functioned in Byzantium as a 
“third gender,” appearing in the writings of figures like Cyril of Alexandria 
and Basil of Caesarea as “an accursed gender [genos] . . . neither feminine 
nor masculine.” 71 Shaun Tougher has added to this conversation by stress-
ing that eunuchs could be considered masculine or feminine depending on 
the context, particularly in later centuries when eunuchs were viewed with 
less disfavor in Byzantium.72 I would suggest that eunuchs served less as a 
third gender than as embodiments of genderqueer figures. But the most 
important point is that Byzantine sources themselves consciously and el-
oquently depicted such individuals as nonbinary and gender-fluid in their 
bodies, roles, perception, and passing.

Byzantine authors understood castration as feminizing the body and, 
in a sense, transforming men into women. The more popular writings fo-
cused on the psychology, behavior, and appearance of eunuchs. Their char-
acter was feminine: that is, it was defined by their inability to control their 
passions, desires, and appetites. According to Ringrose, Byzantine authors 
often accused eunuchs of indulging in sexual excess, smelling of musk, 
weaving webs and trying to ensnare others, having soft and white flesh, pos-
sessing high and shrill voices, and, in general, being unable to control their 
emotions.73 These are all traits ascribed to women in Byzantine sources. 
Moreover and significantly, the inverse of these traits appear in the descrip-
tions of the bodies of transgender saints. Basil continued his rant against 
eunuchs cited previously: “woman-mad, envious, of evil wage, quick to an-
ger, effeminate, slaves to the belly, money-mad, coarse, grumbling about 
their dinner, fickle, stingy, ready to accept anything, disgusting, crazed, 
jealous.” 74 The eunuch thus powerfully exemplified the malleability of the 



110  /  chapter iii

body’s sexes since, as Aristotle wrote, the removal of the genitals alone “re-
sults in such a great alteration of their old semblance, and in close approx-
imation to the appearance of the female.” 75

Therefore, while eunuchs were not simply considered to be women as 
such, and their gender identity could fluctuate between male and female, 
their body and character were understood to have been transformed surgi-
cally into feminine form. In his treatise On the Nature of Man from around 
the ninth century, Meletius the Monk dedicates a passage to distinguishing 
between the natures of the male and the female. Building upon the work of 
earlier medical writers such as Hippocrates and Oribasius, Meletius writes:

And women also have all the same parts as men only internally, not exter-
nally . . . Everything else is similar, except in masculinity versus feminin-
ity. For while some have masculinity not only in what is called the generative 
parts [i.e., the genitals], but also in power and intellectual perception, and 
character and state of health, others have femininity in condition and in phys-
ical weakness and in overall constitution . . . And yet some say that masculin-
ity in man is in the testicles, that having cut them off they are made feminine, 
and come to resemble women, not having a beard, nor having the natural abil-
ity to procreate children. Wherefore Gregory the Theologian calls them am-
biguous in terms of their “race [i.e., gender]” [genos] and they exchange even 
their masculine voice, and they often perform services like [women].76

By presenting the sexes as essentially being one and the same Meletius’s 
text offers a glimpse into theories of sexual dimorphism in the Byzantine 
world.77 While he does not fully relinquish the notion of an inherent dif-
ference between the sexes, Meletius does emphasize the malleable nature of 
the human body, of secondary sex characteristics, and of a person’s psycho-
logical character.

Most interestingly, Meletius expresses the idea that masculinity and 
femininity are tied not only to a person’s genitalia but also to the nature 
of their character, as in a man who is feminine in “physical weakness and 
in overall constitution.” While peddling earlier stereotypes, Meletius’s text 
captures a sense—closer to our own understanding of the term—that gen-
der exists largely on a spectrum, with the genitals perhaps playing a role in 
determining it but being by no means the defining factor. In the late elev-
enth century, Michael Psellus rejoices at the birth of the emperor’s son in a 
letter, expressing their joy that the child has been assigned male at birth but 
also questioning that response: “What does it matter if the child has been 
stamped in this way or that, more feminine or more masculine?” 78 In this 
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letter, Psellus’s use of the comparatives “more feminine or more masculine” 
(thēlukōteron, ē arrenikōteron) presents sex not as a binary, with only two 
possible categories, but rather as a difference of degrees. In his study of the 
passage, Stratis Papaioannou understands Psellus to be describing social 
gender rather than biological sex, while nevertheless struggling with the 
verb “stamped” (diatypoun), which—because it alludes to material form—
suggests that sex is involved.79 I see instead in Psellus a nuanced under-
standing of the exchanges between sex and gender: Psellus is here more 
acute than our modern scholar in acknowledging that the medicalized no-
tion of sex as a biological binary is as much a sociocultural construct as is 
gender. The various sources, both religious and medical, that we have sur-
veyed thus far on matters of sex and gender demonstrate that the two are 
not understood in isolation and that manly women and womanly men are 
just as real and pervasive as cisgender men and women. Today, we might 
say that Psellus is embracing the fact that the child is being assigned male 
at birth, but that their gender expression and identification might well not 
align with that assignment. And, as we will see, Psellus did not believe that 
their own gender identity matched their assigned sex.

Medical handbooks show this nuanced interplay between the catego-
ries of sex and gender in the way that they address individuals who have 
physical characteristics that could be ascribed to the other: namely, women 
with an enlarged clitoris or men with enlarged breasts (gynecomastia). In 
both cases, the texts recommend surgical procedures to correct these so-
called deformities or improprieties, described as causing shame in those 
who have them precisely because they cause incongruity with the individ-
uals’ assigned gender. The seventh-century physician Paul of Aegina justi-
fies surgery for gynecomastia as follows: “Since this [condition] carries the 
unseemly disgrace of effeminacy, it is proper to operate upon it.” 80 Thus, 
gynecomastia is cast as a challenge to the man’s gender identity, which is 
affirmed by an operation to remove his enlarged breasts. Paul gives careful 
instructions—differing for moderate and severe cases—for how the inci-
sions are to be made to remove the excess buildup of fat that is responsible 
for the problem; his techniques are in keeping with modern surgical prac-
tices of breast reductions.81

In the case of an enlarged clitoris, the same logic is used to justify what 
today we recognize as female genital mutilation. In his gynecological trea-
tise, Aetius of Amida states that in some women the clitoris reaches a size 
that constitutes a deformity and thus may “lead to a feeling of shame,” 
but gives no further explanation. The usual reasoning behind surgery is 
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that the clitoris becomes “greatly irritated by constant contact with the 
clothing and stimulates venery and coitus,” thus presenting the condition 
merely as a problem related to female sexuality and desire.82 However, Paul 
of Aegina expands on this matter by explaining that, in some women, the 
enlarged clitoris becomes unseemly and results in shame, because “some 
women have had erections of this part like men, and also an impulse to-
ward frequent sexual intercourse.” In the preceding entry, which is de-
voted to intersex persons, Paul notes that some women have what appear 
to be a man’s genitals—“there being three bodies projecting there, one like 
a penis, and two like testicles.” 83 But the entry on an enlarged clitoris con-
tains no suggestion that the woman is intersex. Significantly, Paul states 
that the clitoris should be trimmed because it behaves like a penis in its 
ability to have erections and generate sexual desires akin to those of men. 
It is even possible that in mentioning a similarity with male sexual desire 
(as does Aetius), Paul is referring not simply to constant or repeated lust 
but also to a desire for women.84 Again we see a sense that these operations 
are intended to affirm a person’s gender by surgically altering character-
istics of their bodies because those characteristics are associated with the 
opposite sex. “Shame” here thus appears to be a stand-in term for a sort of 
gender dysphoria.

As we have seen, there was a gamut of surgical and nonsurgical proce-
dures in the late antique and medieval Byzantine world aimed at altering 
primary and secondary sex characteristics. In his chapter on circumcision, 
Paul of Aegina recommends the use of this procedure when the foreskin 
or glans of the penis is diseased. When the whole glans is affected, Paul in-
structs the surgeon to cut the penis as necessary and insert “a leaden tube 
into the urethra” in order to enable the patient to urinate.85 These directions 
suggest that the safe removal of the penis was not beyond the skill of Byz-
antine doctors. Mastectomies played a crucial role in the prescribed cures 
for breast cancer. Following ancient writers, Aetius of Amida provides in-
structions for the procedure, primarily for women but also for men “who 
have large and fleshy breasts,” given that they are also susceptible to this 
ailment.86 It is doubtful that penectomies and mastectomies were offered 
electively, but the inclusion of the procedures within medical texts speaks 
to a host of medical practices associated with Byzantine ideas of gender and 
its treatment.

Furthermore, medical authorities recommended surgeries for gyneco-
mastia and scrotal rhacosis (the presence of excess skin around the scro-
tum), problems that are neither life-threatening nor physically impairing. 



Transgender Lives  /  113

These cases suggest that Byzantines did perform some elective cosmetic 
surgeries. Various medical writers, particularly the fourth-century Oriba-
sius, provide detailed instructions for a range of cosmetic surgeries, from 
the removal of varicose veins to the correction and reconstruction of facial 
defects in the eyebrows, forehead, nose, cheeks, and ears.87 We cannot rule 
out the possibility that an elective surgery could have been undertaken to 
alter the physiognomy of the body so as to adhere to one’s gender identity, 
despite not appearing in the textbook prescriptions that have come down 
to us.

To my knowledge, there is no extant record of a late antique or medieval 
doctor performing (or being asked to perform) an operation akin to that 
requested by Elagabalus. Yet a number of surgical procedures known and 
practiced in the Byzantine world did seek to alter or confirm a person’s gen-
der identity: these ranged from castration intended for a man transition-
ing to a eunuch to surgeries intended to “correct” the gendered deformities 
(as they were perceived) of gynecomastia or an enlarged clitoris. I propose 
that such practices be seen in tandem with the bodily modifications under-
taken by transgender monks, who sought to purge the secondary sex char-
acteristics of their female-sexed bodies. As I have shown, the narratives of 
transgender monks’ lives not only provide strikingly precise descriptions of 
their masculinized female bodies that accord with contemporary medical 
treatises but the lives also demonstrate that the asceticism of these women 
might have been practiced to intentionally transform their female bodies 
into more masculine forms.

Nonbinary and Gender-Fluid Identity

In order to perceive any spectrum of transgender persons in the late an-
tique and Byzantine world, we must understand that such individuals 
could not always present themselves in accordance with their gender. Fur-
thermore, we must move past medicalized notions of gender—even medie-
val Byzantine ones—in order to acknowledge the gender-queer, nonbinary, 
and gender-fluid dimensions of trans identities. Therefore, to seek out the 
hidden trans figures in Byzantium, we must excavate these subjectivities 
elsewhere. For example, we can consider the gender identity of the eleventh-
century court philosopher Michael Psellus, who in their letters repeatedly 
refer to themselves as being feminine, although birth-assigned masculine. 
In one instance, Psellus writes that while they have a masculine disposition 
toward learning, “with regard to nature I am feminine [thēlys],” for they are 
“softened [malthakizomai] with respect to natural emotions.” Elsewhere, 
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Psellus observes that “my soul is indeed simply feminine [thēlys] and easily 
moved toward compassion.” 88 While this form of feminine identification 
has precedent in the late fourth-century writings of Synesius of Cyrene, 
Stratis Papaioannou notes in his careful study of Psellus’s gender identifica-
tion that “what is virtually unprecedented” is that Psellus “does not simply 
express his [sic] emotions. Nor, as it were, does he merely confess the exces-
sively emotional sides of his personality. Rather, he identifies female affects 
with his unique ‘nature’ and ‘ethos’ ” and these become a “fundamental fea-
ture of the author’s persona.” 89 Papaioannou refers to this as Psellus’s “rhe-
torical transvestism,” 90 yet I believe that his observation should be pushed 
further: we should recognize that the case of Psellus offers the schematics 
for a marginalized transgender identity in Byzantium.

Repeatedly, Michael not only identifies their soul or nature as feminine 
but also recounts the ways in which they do not adhere to the masculine 
gender identity that an imperial philosopher should have. Psellus states in 
a letter that they have always been feminine in their emotional states and 
interests: “Now if this pertains to a feminine [thēleia] soul, I do not really 
know; at all events, my character [ēthos] has been stamped in this way all 
along,” thus comparing their gender to a bit of malleable wax. Almost defi-
antly, Psellus refuses to be limited to the stereotypes of their assigned gen-
der, explaining in a lengthy excursus that they will behave in ways ascribed 
to more than one gender. For example, they philosophize while also chat-
ting “with friends in a jolly spirit” and not despising “the women’s cham-
ber to indulge in that quarter a bit.” Even Michael’s surname hints at the 
rejection of social norms; Psellos (gr., Psellus, lat.) appears not to be patro-
nymic, but rather a slur for one who lisps. Psellus concludes with a poetic 
observation about their gender identity, comparing it to the tuning of an 
instrument (and possibly playing with notions of masculinity and feminin-
ity with the reference to low and high pitches): “For my soul is fashioned to 
be receptive toward every form of both Muses and Graces. I am not like the 
strings that are either only high-pitched or in harmony, but contain every 
melody, now more clear and sweet-sounding, now taut and noble.” 91

Psellus’s writings offer a potent comment on gender fluidity in the 
Byzantine world. This highly learned figure—this court philosopher— 
contemplates the sociocultural makeup of their profession and assigned 
gender, which conflicts with their own self-identification as female in mat-
ters of emotion, affect, and social behavior. Important for our purposes is 
that Psellus tests the boundaries of what it means to perceive a transgen-
der subjectivity in the Byzantine world. Their life demands that we look 
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past outward gender presentation alone. In analyzing the past, we can 
and should look at how authors perceived themselves according to the ru-
brics of what it meant to be male and female in the late antique and me-
dieval world. But we should not limit ourselves to that binary. We should 
make use of the evidence that these texts offer us, for they are candid self-
assessments offered with all the sincerity of modern-day self-identification 
as enby (non-binary).

In the encomium for their mother, Psellus recalls an individual with a 
similarly unsettled gender identity. Suggesting, perhaps, their own emo-
tions, Psellus writes: “the fact that she [Psellus’s mother] happened not to 
be a man by nature [arrena tēn physin] and that she was not allowed to 
study literature freely caused her anguish [en deinō epoieito].” 92 Again, we 
can appreciate how Byzantine figures articulated the suffocating limita-
tions of their assigned gender identity. This desire to participate in aspects 
of another gender should not be understood merely as women wishing to 
perform tasks or enjoy privileges afforded to men, as the case of Psellus’s 
mother emphasizes. Instead, we must appreciate Byzantine writers’ self-
awareness about how unsettled and fluid gender identity was in medieval 
Byzantium and continues to be today.

In his late twelfth-century history of the empire, Niketas Choniates at-
tributes a similar frustration with assigned gender identity to the early 
twelfth-century empress Anna Komnene, herself a student of Psellus and 
known as the first female historian in the Western canon.93 Choniates re-
counts Anna’s complaints about her husband, the military general Nike
phoros Bryennios:

It is said that the Empress Anna was annoyed about the frivolousness of that 
man [Bryennios] which caused her terribly to rage [paschousan deina diapries­
thai] and blame nature [tē physei] the most, putting the not-small blame on it 
for spreading and hollowing out in her the opening [i.e., female genital] [dia­
schousan to arthron kai egkoilanasan], while extending and rounding the mem-
ber [to morion apoteinasan kai sphairōsasan] for Bryennios.94

Like Psellus’s mother, Anna is said to suffer terrible anguish (deina), for 
which she blamed nature (physei) because it gave her a vagina and her 
husband a penis. Beyond this sensationalist complaint ascribed to her by 
Choniates, however, Choniates’s choice of participles to describe nature’s 
molding of their genitalia is provocative. Much like Psellus’s comparatives 
“more feminine or more masculine” (thēlukōteron, ē arrenikōteron) when 
musing about the birth of the emperor’s child, Choniates’s participles stage 
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male and female genitalia as not finite and fixed. Instead, they are one and 
the same—in one case having been extended and rounded; in the other, 
spread and hollowed out. Yet nature is rebuked as having acted in error: for 
both Anna and her husband, their genitalia did not match the gender iden-
tity of their personalities.

The twelfth-century rhetorical exercises of Nikephoros Basilakes pro-
vide further evidence that gender fluidity was a noticeable presence in the 
Byzantine world; the exercises wrestle with the role of “nature” in the assig-
nation of gender when a figure does not adhere to their assigned gender. In 
an example of a refutation, Basilakes takes issue with the pagan story of At-
alanta, the beautiful virgin huntress, suggesting that the story is unbeliev-
able and implausible because of her conflicted gender identity. He writes, 
“[T]hey make her out to be a woman, but they rob her of the characteristics 
of a woman, and although they agree that she is female, they praise her for 
her masculinity.” 95 For Basilakes, these elements present an impasse—how 
can a woman exhibit the characteristics of men? As we read these twelfth-
century words, we must keep in mind that Basilakes is writing just as the 
lives of the various transgender saints were becoming increasingly popular. 
In the story of Atalanta, we confront not male effeminacy but female mas-
culinity, which all the Christian sources have praised and extolled as the 
apex of that lesser sex’s progress toward the divine. Nevertheless, we find 
in Basilakes a ferocious attack against such gender fluidity, presumably be-
cause in the story of Atalanta what is being practiced is not ascetic endur-
ance but feats of athleticism rivaling the skill of men.

For Basilakes these activities challenge Atalanta’s feminine gender iden-
tity, for how can a woman still be a woman if she is raised and behaves like 
a man, and how could her virginity be guaranteed if she is repeatedly ex-
posed to men? In a disturbing turn of words, Basilakes even seems to sug-
gest that a woman who lives a manly lifestyle is making herself likely to  
be raped:

She spent time with men, and this lifestyle is hostile to virginity. For as soon as 
one sees a girl, he casts his eyes entirely upon her beauty, and from that point 
on there is talking and wooing and love gifts; sometimes lust even excites vio-
lence [i.e rape] [bian erōs epēgeire].96

Thus, Basilakes says, “her virginity was not unquestionable.” The im-
plication of saying that lust has even aroused “violence” (bian) is clearly 
meant in this context to denote rape. The strong implication is that Ata-
lanta has either succumbed to the wooing of her suitors or, if not, she has 
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most certainly been raped. The text thus shames the victim for her rape, 
through slut-shaming and by degrading an aspect of her lifestyle. This em-
bodies a perpetuation of a rape culture that understands women who are 
seen as masculine (owing to their sexual orientation or gender presenta-
tion) as valid targets who should be raped as a retaliatory lesson in the vir-
tues of heterosexuality and gender conformity.

In other words, in Basilakes’s discussion of the story of Atalanta, we per-
ceive the systematic discrimination to which a gender-nonconforming per-
son was subjected and how it intersected with the female gender-identity 
ascribed to her. Furthermore, Basilakes states that clearly Atalanta “could 
not have been beautiful,” since she was a hunter and spent all her time in 
the sun’s rays, “which darken [melainei] youthful good looks and perhaps 
would have seriously diminished her beauty.” Thus, in addition to critizing 
her sex, gender identity, and presumed sexual history, he also construes At-
alanta as being dark-skinned, with a complexion comparable to the black 
skin of the “Ethiopian race.” 97 As we saw in the narratives of Mary of Egypt, 
Hilarion, Dorotheos, and even in Aetius of Amida’s description of manly 
women, dark skin was repeatedly associated with masculine women, a 
connection that added to the realities of their systematic oppression and 
marginalization: in becoming transmasculine, these figures also are often 
racialized.

In this attack on gender nonconformity through the figure of Atalanta, 
Basilakes sets forth his concern about the fluidity of gender and the ease 
with which a person could transition genders, a process he explicitly de-
scribes in those terms. In what is perhaps one of the most lucid Byzantine 
reflections on gender transition and confirmation, Basilakes reflects on At-
alanta’s upbringing:

But if she was not raised in the ways of women, then she also transitioned her 
gender [parēllatte to genos]. For one’s upbringing confirms one’s gender [be­
baioi . . . to genos], and for the different genders the ways of upbringing are 
correspondingly different. You tell me that Atalanta’s father is Oeneus, and I 
accept that. You posit that she is a girl [parthenon], and I believe you. Then you 
should also restore to her an upbringing befitting a girl. As you are now mold-
ing her female in nature, but male in behavior, then also her paradoxical up-
bringing throws her gender into doubt.98

This account is breathtaking in what it reveals about the perceived fragil-
ity of gender in Byzantium. The clarity of the language in discussing gen-
der transition is striking—the term parēllatte, or “transitioning,” literally 
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means a transposition or alteration; and “confirmation” (bebaioi) denotes 
the act of firmly establishing something or affirming it without a doubt. In 
a sense, Basilakes’s view of transitioning is even more progressive than the 
modern medicalized notion that relies on a transgender person’s ability to 
confirm that they have undergone a nexus of medical procedures before 
their gender can be affirmed in matters ranging from legal documents to 
bathroom access.99

For Basilakes, the intervention that modifies a person’s gender is their 
lifestyle and upbringing: these “confirm” the gender that they have been as-
signed at birth. In the next section, Basilakes highlights the function that 
gender assigned at birth plays in a person’s life, noting that “[a]s soon as an 
infant is born a woman and goes into the light, at the same time she en-
ters the women’s quarter,” 100 where the process of confirming her gender 
as female unfolds as she is trained by her mother in the conduct of a girl. 
Once again, we sense the tenuousness of gender identity, for immediately 
after assigning the child’s gender at birth it becomes necessary to begin her 
confirmation as female. Hence, as Basilakes stated previously, while Ata-
lanta might have been born “female in nature” (physin men thēleian), she is 
wholly “male in behavior” (tropon de arrena): that is, in her way of life, cus-
toms, and manner of carrying herself.

Yet the most striking aspect of Basilakes’s account is that he does not 
see gender transformation as simply divided between “nature” (physin) and 
“behavior” (tropon). Instead, he raises the possibility that Atalanta is a per-
son who while “being female, was made masculine in nature” (thēlys ousa, 
tēn physin ēndrizeto). In this striking turn of phrase, Basilakes demon-
strates his consciousness of people whose birth-assigned sex does not 
agree with their internal gender identity. Admitting that, in theory, Ata-
lanta might have been a man in nature despite “being female,” Basilakes 
vehemently rejects the notion that this identity was possible for the adult 
Atalanta—not because such a subjectivity does not exist but because it is 
the role of upbringing to affirm (or, in this case, reassign) one’s gender to 
conform (or not) to what is assigned at birth. Thus, in attacking the claim 
that Atalanta competed in archery and at the same time displayed virginal 
piety, Basilakes emphatically writes:

No, for my part I do not see how anyone would believe this. For even if we 
were to grant that the girl was like that by nature, surely, how would her 
mother—if she did not give the lie to that name—have let her outside women’s 
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quarters and also have released her from her hand, the girl whom she was sup-
posed to train right up to her wedding day?101

Here, we see childrearing being treated as a form of gender conversion ther-
apy, particularly in circumstances in which a person’s gender identity “by 
nature” (physeōs) does not adhere to their birth-assigned sex. Thus, failure 
to enforce gender norms becomes the mother’s fault. If the mother does not 
enforce the femininity of their birth-assigned-female child, then she can-
not truthfully claim the title of “mother.”

Nikephoros Basilakes’s words help contextualize the stories that we have 
examined thus far, throwing light on Michael Psellus’s earlier statement 
about their gender identity. We can see clearly that Psellus was confirming 
a gender-fluid identity for themselves, flowing between the philosopher’s 
work and the chatter of the women’s quarters, the adamantine resolve of 
thought and the impassioned emotions of human relations. Basilakes’s 
words encourage us to take seriously the claim of a transgender identity for 
the various trans saints that we have considered throughout this chapter. 
In his invective against nonnormative gender identity, mediated through a 
reflection on pagan literature, Basilakes reveals his own hesitations on the 
fragile divide between binary gender identities, which, he fearfully believes, 
without indoctrination and policing is easily erased. His text attests to the 
reality of a relatively well-defined transgender identity that scholarship has 
for decades assumed did not exist in the Byzantine world. In his condem-
nation of it, Basilakes has unwittingly demonstrated that the Byzantines 
understood that there are people who, despite their sex assigned at birth, 
by Basilakes’s own admission, “by nature” do not conform to that gender.

The figures discussed throughout this chapter push against expectations 
of gender identity in the medieval world and demand a re-evaluation of 
what transgender identities looked like in Late Antiquity and the Middle 
Ages. Operating as nonbinary, genderqueer, and gender-fluid figures, eu-
nuchs presented a space for maneuvering around binary gender identities. 
Eunuchs were also vivid demonstrations that surgical interventions could 
alter the secondary sex characteristic of the body, as noted by authors from 
Aristotle to Meletius the Monk. Eunuchs not only allow a space to maneu-
ver for trans monks and other nonbinary identities but also are themselves 
transgender people of Byzantium—indeed, they present the most visible, 
prominent, and well-articulated trans identity in the empire.

Rather than struggling with applying modern categories to represent 
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medieval realities, I have repeatedly confronted how the figures discussed 
throughout this chapter undercut our own expectations of gender identity 
in the early Christian and medieval world and our own anachronistic no-
tions of a binary gender construct. If we accept that transgender subjects 
are not a modern phenomenon—a reality we must accept, lest we deny the 
lives of trans people today—then we must recognize that these monks and 
other related figures could have been people that did not identify with the 
gender they were assigned at birth. At the very least, we must respect that 
these stories would have offered up effective models with which transgen-
der audiences could have found ways to shape their own subjectivity. There 
is a longstanding resistance to affirming trans medieval figures. The com-
mon premise is that since such language did not exist back then, these per-
sons could not identify as “trans” and therefore cannot be described as 
trans today. Trans denialism precisely operates by insisting on the “trans-” 
prefix in order to fundamentally deny, qualify, or somehow input a person’s 
gender. Fundamentally, this view insists on withholding a trans person’s 
gender (past and present) unless it can be somehow qualified. Having read 
this chapter, I hope that the reader can appreciate the narratives of these 
Byzantine monks who were assigned female at birth but lived their lives as 
men as evidence for the complexity of gender variance and nonconformity 
in Byzantium. But, more importantly, I hope that the reader can respect 
these figures as men.

These recalibrations in our perspectives of what being transgender 
means in the Middle Ages reveal a range of sites available to premodern, 
non-cisgender persons for self-identification: not as queer, abject, and aber-
rant social figures but rather often within the normative practices of Chris-
tian worship, asceticism, and empire. The notion that to be a transgender 
man in early Byzantium would not have been a radical queer practice is 
deeply powerful. Equally powerful is the simultaneous existence of deeply 
queer transgender women, whose stories barely come down to us—and 
only filtered through screeds of transmisogyny when they do. There are 
two important implications here. First, we need to expand what we under-
stand as a transgender subjectivity in late antique and medieval studies. 
Second, we need to shift away from an implicitly binary conception of sexu-
ality, abandoning discussions of same-sex desire in order to understand the 
complexities of same-gender desire. The historian’s work is to perceive these 
possibilities, express them, and go on to examine how other intersections of 
identity, like sexuality and race, have contributed to the erasure and preser-
vation of these various lives.
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IV. Queer Sensations
Then [Christ] turned His words to the unbelieving disciple [Thomas], and 
permitted him to feel His hands and side, and graciously showed His bared 
side, in confirmation of the resurrection, in the very bone and flesh, but free of 
all fatness, and with an opening which gaped so as to receive the hands of the 
disciple, which the impact of the spear made as it struck heavily there . . . 
  But Thomas, as he hears and sees these things is seized by fear, and does not 
in any fashion dare to draw near the Savior, but indeed trembles and begins 
to draw back, withdrawing his foot, he who a little while before was bold and 
contradictory and set himself against everyone; for he does not quite dare to 
touch the body of the Lord. But the disciples resist him and push him forward 
from behind, repaying him for his disbelief in them and in the Teacher 
Himself, and with force they constrain him to approach the Teacher, though 
he resists as much as he can with his feet. So he, though unwillingly, stretches 
forth his hand, with his eyes opened to their widest, free from all rheum and 
flux and murky accretion. The Savior, however, assumes the posture in which 
He received the wound and bends over and seems almost, so to speak, to fear 
the touching of the scar. The hand of Thomas enters in at the side of the Savior 
like some spear stretched out far and pressed against an unresisting body, 
and it scrapes closely at the wound like some instrument of Paieon, and tries 
to tear open the wound. The side seems to shrink from Thomas’ continued 
handling of it, and wishes to pour forth blood and water again.

—�Nicholas Mesarites, Description of the Church of Holy Apostles 34.2–7 
(modified trans. Glanville Downey)

The story of the Doubting Thomas is one of the more charged plots 
in the history of Christianity, rooted in the failures of faith that transform 
into a vocal confirmation of belief. After presumably touching the wounds 
of Christ as he has been instructed to do, Thomas exclaims, “My Lord and 
my God!” (John 20:28), attesting to his recognition of the true body of 
Christ. To this Christ replies, “Have you believed because you have seen 
[heōrakas] me? Blessed are the people who have not seen [mē idontes] and 
yet have believed” (John 20:29). In this moment, the contours of a Christian 
subjectivity are fleshed out through two simultaneous gestures: Thomas’s 
recognition of the body of Christ as his Lord and God, and Christ’s rework-
ing of sensory confirmation and faith. In other words, the Christian subject 
must have Thomas’s emphatic recognition of Christ, yet that recognition 
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must emerge through hearing alone, without the additional confirmations 
of sight and touch. This narrative embodies and subverts the history of an-
cient and late antique perception, which, in cataloguing the strengths and 
weaknesses of each of the senses, generally elevated sight above all, yet con-
sidered touching and tasting to be the most adept at countering the poten-
tial deceits of vision. The oddity of this subversion is matched by another 
queerness—namely, the erotic undertones of the scene, as Thomas inserts 
his flesh into the opening at Christ’s side.

In the passage that began this chapter, Nicholas Mesarites, an ecclesias-
tical official in early thirteenth-century Constantinople, describes the im-
ages in the Church of Holy Apostles. His description of the scene of the 
Doubting Thomas animates the events depicted, conveying the thoughts 
and responses of the Apostles and Christ. With clear and graphic detail, 
Mesarites alludes to the dual queerness of the narrative: the penetrative 
eroticism of this scene between men and the medicalized presentation of 
sensory perception in this moment of encounter. In this chapter, I suggest 
that these two threads are intimately entwined: the senses are sexualized 
in a manner that often structures a queer desire toward Christ, whose im-
age is similarly revealed and validated through the notion of a same-gender 
union in flesh and spirit. I argue that implications can be drawn between 
many instances of same-gender desire and a figure’s approach through 
their senses to the body of Christ in an icon or the Eucharist. To begin, 
we must first contextualize the place of same-gender desire in the Byzan-
tine world, before moving on to consider the associations that could have 
emerged in this cultural space.

The Queerness of Byzantium

Modern historians view Byzantium as very queer in ways ranging from 
the repeated attacks on the Byzantines’ excesses and moral corruptions—
rooted in tropes of “the servile and effeminate Greeks of Byzantium” in 
Edward Gibbon’s Decline and Fall of the Roman Empire (1776)—to the as-
sociation of “Byzantine” with queer figures in twentieth- and twenty-first-
century popular culture.1 In the historiography that followed, the empire 
was maligned and marginalized precisely for the perceived inversion of 
gender roles that produced effeminate men and manly women. Deeply en-
twinned with Orientalism, the ostensible queerness of the Byzantine Em-
pire offended modern writers and its legacy is with us still. As Leonora 
Neville recently commented, “Given that most Byzantinists think gender 
has no bearing on their work, they are likely to be oblivious to the ways 
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assumptions about Byzantine gender play out in their research. We have 
not begun to confront the reality that the Western denigration of Byzan-
tium is a discourse about gender.” 2 But rather than negate or deny the at-
tacks of Western critics and haplessly engage in the futility of respectability 
politics, my hope is to reparatively recuperate the queerness of the empire 
and articulate a voice of power from this space of marginalization.

In the historical record, figures such as the emperors Michael III and 
Basil I have garnered attention for their overly intimate friendship, and the 
records of their lives suggest possible queer intimacies, often to the sur-
prise (and, at times, disgust) of modern historians.3 Historians have scru-
tinized letters of key figures such as Michael Psellus for what they reveal 
both about the nonnormative gender identities of their writers and about 
the eroticized interplay between writer and reader.4 Similarly, same-gender 
monastic cohabitation and companionship have been central areas of in-
vestigation when considering the possibilities that might exist within these 
experiences of intimacy.5 Scholars have also sought to explore the broader 
question of homoerotics in both secular literature and religious writings 
as an avenue for mining the fantasy of an elusive, yet pervasive, queer 
subjectivity.6

Scholars exploring the history of Byzantine sexuality have particularly 
focused on the Church rite of adelphopoiēsis, or “brother making,” a cere-
mony which bound two people of the same gender in a union of spiritual 
brotherhood and echoed in some respects the rite of marriage. John Bos
well polemically described it as a medieval “same-sex union,” at one point 
glibly referring to it as “basically a gay marriage ceremony for the Greek 
church.” Recently, Claudia Rapp has added nuance to our understanding of 
the ritual, thereby moving us away from the simplicity of Boswell’s thesis.7 
Nevertheless, Rapp’s work does not rule out that this rite might have served, 
at least in specific instances, as a route for achieving a deeper homosocial 
or even homoerotic intimacy between two men, as earlier studies argued.8 
Consider, for example, that the thirteenth-century Patriarch Athanasius I 
of Constantinople condemned the rite by stating that adelphopoiēsis is a 
deed “which brings about coitus and depravity [lagneia kai mochthēria]” 
thereby alerting us to the rite’s potentially queer uses and manifestations.9

Adding to Byzantium’s place in the history of queer subjectivities, the 
scholia of the tenth-century scholar Arethas of Caesarea provides the first 
extant use of the term “Lesbian” (literally meaning an inhabitant of the is-
land of Lesbos) to indicate women with same-gender desires. In his gloss 
on Clement of Alexandria’s Instructor (3.3) on “the beautification of men,” 
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Arethas comments that Clement mentions “women becoming men against 
nature” in the context of “the abominable ‘rubbers’ [tribadas], which they 
also call courtesans [hetairistrias] and Lesbians [Lesbias].” 10 Tribades and 
hetairistriai were established terms for women who had some form of 
erotic attraction to other women. For example, Hesychius’s fifth-century 
Byzantine lexicon defines the related term dietaristriai specifically as a 
sexual “orientation,” writing that it applies to “women who are oriented 
[tetrammenai] toward female companions for sex, just as men; such as tri­
bades.” 11 But Arethas’s use of “Lesbian” is remarkable, since the term did 
not appear until the nineteenth century to describe same-gender female 
desire. The second-century writer Lucian mentions masculine women in 
Lesbos, “with faces like men,” who were said to consort only with women, 
“as though they themselves were men.” 12 Arethas’s scholion suggests a use 
analogous to its modern one being commonly employed in the Byzan- 
tine world.

The existence in Byzantium of terms and institutionalized spaces that 
could have supported homosocial, homoerotic, and same-gender intimacy 
suggests a world in which gender, sexuality, and, specifically, queer subjec-
tivities, had room to maneuver in certain cordoned-off, private, or homo-
social spaces, even if they manifested differently than in our own time. This, 
of course, is the condition of the closet.13 But it also captures what it means 
to be queer, something beyond the limits of sexual identity alone. As Eve 
Sedgwick puts it in her classic definition of “queer,” queerness is that “open 
mesh of possibilities, gaps, overlaps, dissonances and resonances, lapses 
and excesses of meaning when the constituent elements of anyone’s gen-
der, of anyone’s sexuality aren’t made (or can’t be made) to signify mono-
lithically.” 14 In looking at queerness historically, we must not only mediate 
between modern constructions of “gay” or “homosexual” and the conti-
nuities and intimacies of same-gender desire and eroticism across time, as 
David Halperin has noted;15 we must also struggle with the fact that the 
archive has often been broken, fragmented, hidden, or missing. Therefore, 
our aim becomes less to clearly flesh out the existence and contours of spe-
cific queer Byzantine identities than to delineate and make perceptible that 
“open mesh of possibilities.” We will start by assuming that, perhaps, not 
“all Byzantines were straight” and, from there, we can seek to recognize 
“possibilities rather than identifying certainties.” 16

Various monastic writings attest to a concern about same-gender attrac-
tion and how to deal with it. As Derek Krueger has convincingly argued, 
in “late antiquity and early Byzantium some men pursuing the monastic 
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life sought and achieved enduring and lifelong companionship with other 
men.” 17 Some same-gender monastic relationships could exceed the pre-
scribed bounds of either chastity or intimacy, as was certainly the case with 
some of those seeking and undertaking adelphopoiēsis. The fifth-century 
superior of the White Monastery in Egypt, Shenoute of Artipe, chastised 
his monks for their sexual improprieties, accusing some of incest with 
their sons and daughters; he reprimanded others “who became effeminate 
among you, and those who sleep with men.” 18 Monastic rules often reveal 
an intense preoccupation with avoiding any possible same-gender eroti-
cism that might emerge as the brothers perform their everyday tasks.19 In 
the early fourth-century rule of Pachomius, we find an almost paranoid 
desire to defuse potential sexual tensions. Expected rules of common de-
cency, such as knocking before entering a cell, give way to prohibitions that 
appear to be concerned with overintimacy and sexual action. Among the 
activities banned are oiling one’s hands, speaking to one’s neighbors in the 
dark, sitting with another man on a mat, drawing a thorn out of a man’s 
foot, and sitting together with another man on a barebacked donkey or 
wagon; nor can one “clasp the hand or anything else of his companion; but 
when you are sitting or standing or walking, you shall leave a forearm’s 
space between you and him.” 20 In his mid-seventh-century Heavenly Lad­
der, John Climacus praises those who can sow discord among monks who 
have “developed a lustful state [schesin pornikē] for one another,” and are 
thus able to bring about an end to their “lustfulness” (porneian).21 Across 
these texts, we can observe a nonchalant acknowledgment of same-gender 
relationships and intimacies.

From Same-Sex to Same-Gender Desire

One of the challenges in articulating the history of queer figures in Byz-
antium is the conflation of male effeminacy and female masculinity with 
same-gender eroticism and desire, as we have seen in the previous chapter. 
In his study of the wide-ranging category of “sodomy” in the Western me-
dieval world, Robert Mills has suggested that the notion of “transgender” is 
a better fit for the wide spectrum of queer subjectivities in the premodern 
world, since ancient and medieval authors often attack same-gender desire 
not as such but as a sign of a person betraying their gender identity.22 In-
triguingly, some of the more unabashed descriptions of same-gender desire 
in the Byzantine world appear in the lives of transgender saints, where the 
monks’ transgender identity allows authors to forthrightly present these 
figures as the recipients of both male and female sexual interest.
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In the story of Smaragdos, the appearance of the eunuch-passing trans 
monk in the monastery poses a threat to his brothers, who are overcome 
with a same-gender desire for the young, beardless monk. We are told that:

Agapius took [Smaragdos] away to his cell because his face was covered with 
beauty like an emerald. And when he came into the refectory Satan made 
many to stumble at his beauty, so that they complained against the Abbot, that 
he had received such a fair and beautiful face into the monastery, and when 
the Abbot learnt it he called for Smaragdos and said to him, “The fair beauty 
of your face has occasioned many falls to those who are not well-established. 
I therefore desire you to dwell in a separate cell at some distance from [the 
monastery] and you may be quiet and sing hymns there and eat; and do not let 
yourself be seen by the brothers.” 23

The story does not marvel at what sort of man this monk was who could elicit 
the desire of his fellow brothers. Instead, the situation is handled calmly 
and with a clear plan: isolate the monk and limit his contact with others in 
a highly regulated environment. In fact, the challenges created by youth-
ful, beardless monks were a familiar problem for monastic communities.

In Cyril of Scythopolis’s Life of the fifth-century Palestinian monastic 
founder Euthymius, the monk asks his disciples to “take care not to let 
your youngest brother come near my cell, for because of the warfare of the 
enemy it is not right for a feminine face to be found in the laura,” the mo-
nastic community composed of a group of monks’ cells. Euthymius simi-
larly suggests to the young Sabas that the youth should not dwell in a laura, 
urging him instead to seek out the more regulated environment of the cen-
obium.24 The threat of a so-called feminine face appears to have been an 
inescapable concern of monks; Paphnutius was also recorded as stating 
that he “does not allow the face of a woman to dwell in Sketis, because of 
the conflict with the enemy.” 25 In addition, the acts of the Protaton Mon-
astery on Mount Athos repeatedly warn against allowing beardless young 
men to come to the monastery to assist with construction or repairs, lest 
they tempt the monks.26

Underscoring the complexity of this same-gender desire, for the monks 
the object of attraction is the femininity of these individuals. According to 
these authors, the men ostensibly are attracted not to other men but rather 
to a transcendent femininity made manifest in certain men’s flesh. While a 
desire for intimacy between these brothers and a trans eunuch or feminine-
appearing monk is clearly present, the writers purposely short-circuit the 
representation of this intimacy by ascribing its origin to the brother’s 
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feminine features. By doing so, such intimacies are staged as being rooted 
only in a heterosexual impulse.

In the narrative of Eugenia, during the brief period when she is living as 
Eugenius in a monastic community, a similar situation occurs.27 The saint 
is deeply mindful of the brothers’ attraction and, therefore, refuses to take 
on the role of abbot, “lest she might cause the minds of the brethren to 
stumble.” Yet this attraction is subverted by the narrative’s author when 
the saint is courted by a woman, Melania, who repeatedly attempts to have 
sex with the monk. The narrative tells us that Melania “spoke unseemly 
words” and held Eugenius “without shame and wished to embrace her se-
cretly.” 28 While the author’s insistence on the saint’s female identity allows 
the revelation of her fellow monks’ attraction to be relatively unproblem-
atic, a woman’s desire for the saint is doubly understood as a crime: first, 
it is a same-gender desire of one woman for another; and second, Melania 
desires to fornicate with a monk.

However, the story makes it clear that Melania made her advances “not 
knowing that she [Eugenia] was a woman.” 29 Hence, it would seem that, 
while the monks perceive the saint’s femininity under Eugenius’s mascu-
line gender expression, Melania perceives and is seduced by Eugenius’s male 
appearance. The complexity of sexual desire here forces us to find a more 
nuanced and capacious language to articulate queer desire in the premod-
ern world. Acknowledging and respecting trans monks as men necessitates 
that we move away from the language of “same-sex desire” used in the sec-
ondary literature. The assumptions underlying the category of “same-sex 
desire” are fundamentally transphobic; they exclude non-cisgender per-
sons from the possibility of same-gender intimacies. A more encompass-
ing term—such as queer desire—allows us to avoid excluding nonbinary 
figures from these intimacies—or, even worse, including them by denying 
their nonbinary gender identity.

To fully elucidate these points, we must also consider same-gender at-
traction when it is not expressed through sexual desire alone—in other 
words, when a transgender monk and his brethren form a bond of inti-
macy and love unmarred by any lust that would pose a threat to their mo-
nastic identity. We find one such instance in the story of Athanasius. When 
living as the wife of Andronicus, Athanasius loses his two children on the 
same day, following which he and his husband choose to leave behind their 
earthly goods and join different monasteries. Unbeknownst to Androni-
cus, his wife (now known as Athanasius) joins a male monastery. Much 
later the two encounter each other while on pilgrimage to Jerusalem. At 
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this encounter, Andronicus does not suspect anything, because Athanasius 
“appeared just as an Ethiopian,” an indication that his skin had darkened 
after years of ascetic practice in the desert sun.30 After their pilgrimage to 
the Holy Land, the two resolve to not go back to their respective monaster-
ies but rather to find a new home for themselves at a monastery near where 
they met on the road. Throughout the narrative, until after Athanasius’s 
death, Andronicus remains unaware that this man was once his wife.

During their time together at the monastery, Andronicus and Athana-
sius live and practice their asceticism together. As a later elaboration of 
their story puts it:

From then on he lived with brother Athanasios, living under the same roof, 
eating together and being known as completely inseparable from him. So, they 
remained with each other for another twelve years, making little or no account 
of the body, while providing the soul sensibly in all ways with the service of 
the spiritual life with all their strength.31

This author provides an intimate account of the lives of these two monks, 
who remained always in each other’s company and paid little attention 
to their bodies—a description understood as referring simultaneously to 
their great asceticism and celibacy. When Athanasius is on his deathbed, 
the narratives depict his concern for his loved one and the grief that An-
dronicus will endure after his death. He instructs the brothers to give An-
dronicus a letter hidden under his pillow, which will posthumously reveal 
his identity as Andronicus’s former wife.

Ascribing to Athanasius an unwavering female identity, Crystal Lubin-
sky casts this narrative as a “story of a woman who never ceases to be a lov-
ing wife.” Similarly, Claudia Rapp, seeking to negate the homoerotic and 
homosocial valences of spiritual brotherhood, reads it as an exemplar of 
“chaste marriage and monastic coupledom.” 32 This encourages us to as-
sume that their union was chaste, given that the husband remained un-
aware of his wife’s identity until after Athanasius’s death and thus it seems 
reasonable to assume (though we can’t be entirely certain) that there was 
never any carnal consummation of their bond. Nevertheless, what the nar-
rative emphasizes is not the chastity of this couple but the strength of their 
interpersonal bonds—once shared in their marriage—in which the desires 
that motivate their reunion and monastic life together are rooted.33 After 
all, it is Athanasius, who recognizes Andronicus as his former husband 
and asks, “Would you like us to live together in a cell?,” 34 thereby reforging 
their bond of intimacy in monastic terms. The reader knows the identity 
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of both all along and, within the narrative, Athanasius is aware of his hus-
band’s identity from the very start. To presume that same-gender desire 
is rooted only in sex and eroticism, separated from structures of personal 
intimacy, social relationality, and community, is to play into homophobic 
narratives that see same-gender attraction as purely narcissistic, antisocial, 
and death-driven.

Queer Theory after Trans Monks

In contemporary queer theory writers such as Leo Bersani and Lee Edel-
man controversially attempt to push against “reproductive futurism,” 
which perceives procreation as synonymous with social contribution. They 
thus embrace queerness as the refusal of what Edelman calls the “insistence 
of hope itself as affirmation, which is always affirmation of an order whose 
refusal will register as unthinkable, irresponsible, inhumane.” 35 In other 
words, Edelman sees the potential of queerness as welcoming the rejec-
tion of all those social registers whose very refusal had previously seemed 
unthinkable—an act that consequently allows the queer, who would have 
been erased from those spaces already, to ask, “If not this, what?” 36 Ulti-
mately, as we look for the emergence of queer subjectivities in the late an-
tique and Byzantine worlds, what we find in the secondary literature on the 
queerest Byzantine topics—such as trans monks and adelphopoiēsis—is a 
sublimation of the antisocial thesis by contemporary scholars. They see the 
queer as inherently only a sexual figure and view antirelationality and the 
antisocial not as a form of emancipation, as in Bersani and Edelman, but 
as the inherent quality of the queer. The queer is sexual or it is nothing, it 
fucks or it does not exist, and when it fucks it dies—whether from AIDS or 
eternal damnation does not seem to really matter.37 Relationality and queer 
utopias are not just denied as possibilities for the queer; they are not even 
considered as things desired by the queer, by definition.

To make the point less harshly, this outlook could lead one to deny that 
Andronicus might have had same-gender intimacy with Athanasius that was  
queer, precisely because it was chaste. Similarly, one might deny that two 
men bound by adelphopoiēsis could have been in a same-gender, queer rela-
tionship, even if the relationship was itself chaste. Derek Krueger has been 
able to sidestep these problems by recognizing and praising the intima-
cies between monks.38 Such an approach conscientiously demonstrates the 
erotic and sexual dimensions of some of these relationships, while not al-
lowing sexual dynamics alone to delimit what constitutes a queer subjec-
tivity in Byzantium. Of course, if, as modern scholars, we overemphasize 
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these chaste intimacies, we run the risk of perpetuating the toxic respect-
ability politics found in our primary sources by presenting a form of queer 
atonement through celibacy and negation. That is, we must be careful not 
to praise a person for having same-gender desires but never acting on them 
in order to conform to prescribed social norms.

In using the language of queer desire, I am also interested in queering 
desire itself: pushing against the limits of what can be counted as sexual 
desire with a model of intimacies rather than sex alone. Drawing on the 
notion of queer intimacy, we can perceive relations beyond “straight” be-
tween nonbinary, transgender, and cisgender persons, while understanding 
that queer desire and intimacy need not always be affirmed or confirmed 
by sexual intercourse. In this way, we can also count demisexual, asexual, 
aromantic, and even antisexual subjectivities among queer subjectivities, 
as we conceive of them today. Medieval history not only has done far too 
little to grapple with same-gender desire in a way inclusive of a variety of 
gender identities as well as intimate practices but also has all but erased 
and ignored asexual subjectivities. With these shifts in terminology, de-
ployed in accordance with an approach that matches modern rubrics, we 
begin to recognize that the very institution of monasticism—with its self-
articulated antisexual, aromantic, and asexual drives—is a fundamentally 
and inexorably queer practice.

The impulse to see the queer as rooted in radical sociality—the anti-
antisocial thesis—has been articulated by contemporary queer theorists, 
many of them women and persons of color.39 In the work of José Esteban 
Muñoz, radical relationality manifests itself proleptically: that is, in a uto-
pia that is envisioned in the future even as its poetics are already becom-
ing clear and vivid in the present. As Muñoz writes in the opening lines of 
Cruising Utopia:

Queerness is not yet here. Queerness is an ideality. Put another way, we are not 
yet queer. We may never touch queerness, but we can feel it as the warm illu-
mination of a horizon imbued with potentiality. We have never been queer, 
yet queerness exists for us as an ideality that can be distilled from the past 
and used to imagine a future. The future is queerness’s domain. Queerness 
is a structuring and educated mode of desiring that allows us to see and feel 
beyond the quagmire of the present. The here and now is a prison house. We 
must strive, in the face of the here and now’s totalizing rendering of reality, to 
think and feel a then and there.40
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There is an eschatological tone to Muñoz’s words—not the sadomasochis-
tic penance and sentence of an unclean spirit at the Last Judgment but the 
ecstasy of a soul welcomed into paradise. With a painful lust not for bodies 
but for belonging, Muñoz translates this long-standing debate in queer the-
ory into an evocative model that is productive for thinking through early 
Christian and Byzantine same-gender desire. Moving past the impulse of 
late twentieth-century scholarship to do the history of same-gender desire 
as a project of “outing” queer figures, contemporary queer theory reorients 
us toward the question of orientation itself.41 “Orientation” is precisely the 
longing engendered by attraction toward something that is not present, not 
yet there; queerness is the grit of the utopian communities that emerge in 
the wake of both these chaste and erotic desires. This is a reminder of what 
Byzantine historiography has often forgotten: that queers have often loved, 
but have only sometimes been able to fuck.42

The Doubting Thomas’s Touching Queerness

With Muñoz’s reminder that we “may never touch queerness, but we can 
feel it as the warm illumination of a horizon imbued with potentiality,” let 
us turn back to Nicholas Mesarites’s description of the Doubting Thomas 
in the Church of Holy Apostles in Constantinople. My goal in surveying 
the known contours of same-gender desire in late antique and Byzantine 
religious settings has been to contextualize how it was a present reality, 
manifested both chastely and erotically, in monastic and broader religious 
life. If Pachomius, for example, does not even allow a brother to “clasp the 
hand or anything else of his companion,” then how would the monumental 
depiction of the Doubting Thomas scene in churches and monasteries be 
read by their own communities? A modern viewer who accepts the fact that 
same-gender erotic desires existed in Byzantium will be dazzled by the el-
ements of Mesarites’s description. The language is charged with sexual po-
tential. Christ is pronounced “free of all fatness” thus indicating he is free 
of all base materiality, earthly grossness, or density, as the term pachytē­
tos is variously translated. After displaying “a gaping opening [chasmatōdē 
kektēmenē diastasin] so as to take in the hand of the disciple . . . the Savior 
assumes the position in which He received the injury [eschēmatismenos ton 
traumatian] and sinks toward Himself and seems almost, so to speak, to 
fear the groping [anaskaleusin] of the wound.” Fisting the side wound, the 
entire “hand of Thomas enters through the side of the Savior,” reperform-
ing the violence of the lance and “wishing to tear open the wound” (bou­
letai to trauma anaxanein) once again, through his “extensive handling” 
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(sychnēs epaphēs) of it. Thomas’s hand is compared to a medical scalpel—
“like some instrument of Paieon,” the ancient Greek physician god—as it 
cuts into the wound. The event is initiated by the homosocial hazing of 
Thomas’s fellow Apostles, who, angered at his initial skepticism, “resist him 
and shove him from behind, retaliating [amynomenoi] against him for his 
disbelief.”

This translation is suggestively sexual, stressing the violence of a force-
ful penetration of the side wound. Similar sexual implications are found in 
the Greek text. Consider, for example, how the Apostles force Thomas to ap-
proach and place his hand into Christ’s side: “with violence they coerce him 
to approach the Teacher” (kai bia proseggisai tō didaskalō katanagkazousi). 
This is the charged language of coercion and rape—bia (violence) is one of 
the terms that, since antiquity, has denoted rape, specifically, rape involving 
violent force.43 As discussed in chapter 1, biasamenos is used in Deuteronomy 
22:28 in the context of the forceful rape of a virgin. As we have seen, the ter-
minology around rape is not clear or direct, and thus any interpretation must 
deal with a host of related terms denoting anything from a lack of consent 
to the claim of adultery. On a literal level bia simply denotes violence. How-
ever, in Mesarities’s text this term is deployed alongside the verb katanagka­
zousi, suggesting that this violent force is being used to “coerce” a person to 
do something: namely, to “approach” (proseggisai) Christ. Most importantly, 
beyond its literal meaning proseggisai is associated with violently attacking 
or accosting someone—and is also used euphemistically to connote sexual 
intercourse.44 Thus, the layers of these three terms suggest that Thomas is 
molested through the touch and intercourse that Christ has welcomed and 
that the Apostles coerced him to perform, despite his protestations.

Within Byzantine art, the homoerotics of the Thomas narrative are most 
vividly manifested in a wall painting in the main church of the Chilan-
dar Monastery on Mount Athos from around 1321 (retouched in 1803/04; 
fig. 4.1). The scene of Thomas’s incredulity is dramatized with a startling 
eroticism. Christ raises his right arm, palm turned outward to expose the 
mark of the nail, while his left hand pulls open his garments on the side 
in order to expose his flesh to Thomas. Christ’s index and middle finger 
are ever so slightly parted to form the shape of a V, drawing attention to 
the wound that lies just beyond them and adding an eye-catching and ele-
gant tension to his hands as he holds his parted garb. Christ’s eyes are fixed 
on the viewer, inviting them to touch his side as well. Meanwhile, Thomas 
peers in and closely examines the wound, approaching its flesh with his in-
dex finger. Unlike other renditions of this scene, which seem to depict the 
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instant after Thomas molds his hand to the side of Christ, this image shows 
us the moment just before contact with the flesh. Thomas’s hand fades into 
Christ’s body, his fingertip about to not only touch but also enter Christ. 
Thomas is youthful and beardless, with a rounded face, unlike the oval, an-
gular, and bearded faces of Christ and the rest of the Apostles. Thomas is 
thus purposely feminized as he approaches to enter Christ.

The Chilandar wall painting adds a curious detail in Thomas’s left hand: 
a scroll. In Byzantine art, scrolls often are used to represent a spoken text—
here, presumably Thomas’s impending declaration, “My Lord and my 
God!” (John 20:28). We see a similar placement of a scroll in the scene at 
the Church of San Marco in Venice, but there the scroll is unfurled, dis-
playing to the viewer its Latin text: “Dominus meus et deus meus” (fig. 4.2). 
As in the Chilandar painting, the scroll in the Church of San Marco scene 
is positioned before Thomas’s pelvis, but less suggestively because it is un-
rolled. In the Chilandar example, in contrast, the scroll is tightly wound 

4.1. Doubting Thomas. Chilandar Monastery, Mount Athos, Greece.
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and apparently even tied up with a cord wrapped around it. The scroll is 
grasped awkwardly, held tightly against the body; it is clearly phallic in 
look and placement, stiffly pressed into Thomas’s loins and terminating in 
a rounded tip. Thomas’s speech act is deferred in the rolled-up scroll, which 
we expect to explode open to proclaim him coming to recognize and know 
Christ. There is a sexual tension to that string that binds the words about to 
be spoken. The prodding finger is symbolically displaced onto the erectness 
of the scroll, where finger and penis are conflated.

Hymnography and Homoeroticism

The interplay between finger and penis in experiencing the body of Christ 
appears in other Byzantine writing. In his hymns from the mid-eleventh 
century, Symeon the New Theologian contemplates his approach to the di-
vine, understanding the mutual union between his earthly body and the 
divine body of Christ as entailing all of his bodily members becoming one 
with Christ. Symeon provocatively writes:

And so thus you well know that both my finger and my penis [balanon]  
are Christ.

4.2. Doubting Thomas. 
Church of San Marco, 
Venice, Italy.
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Do you tremble or feel ashamed?
But God was not ashamed to become like you,
yet you are ashamed to become like Him? 45

Here, Symeon observes that, if Christ became fully human and fully divine, 
then humanity itself has been fully divinized by Christ’s actions. This view 
manifests in Symeon’s devotional practices rooted as they are in a mys-
tical vision of the divine through a form of eros and conveyed through 
an erotic and nuptial language with a strong undercurrent of homoeroti-
cism. Symeon speaks of marriage, consummation, sexual intercourse, and 
so on with God, yet as Derek Krueger has noted, Symeon retains the male 
monastic’s masculine gender, choosing not to produce a heteronormative 
model of divine erotic union but instead ascribing a “cross-sex and same-
sex desire to God.” 46 Symeon, who elsewhere calls himself a “sodomite by 
deed and choice,” 47 presents an image of the monastic self in his hymns that 
is unabashedly rooted in a same-gender longing for a union with Christ. 
Though Symeon the New Theologian represents an extreme, he also pro-
vides precedent for understanding the moment of fleshly union with the 
resurrected body of Christ depicted in the image of Thomas at Chilandar 
and elsewhere through a divine eros.

Earlier, in the sixth-century homilies of Romanus the Melodist, we find 
an intimate portrait of Thomas’s inner thoughts at his confrontation with 
Christ.48 Here, the erotic undertone of Thomas’s prodding finger is more 
subdued, yet the text reveals the significance of the union between hand 
and side wound:

Who then preserved the disciple’s palm unmelted
when it approached the fiery side of the Lord?
Who gave it daring and gave it strength to handle
bone to flame? Only that which was handled;
for had not the side given the power
how could a hand of clay have handled
wounds which had shaken things above and things below? 49

Romanus is focused on the fiery union of human hand and divine flesh. 
While there may be no obvious eroticism here—certainly nothing as ex-
plicit as in Symeon—we nevertheless observe a meditation on what it means 
for the human to be divinized through a penetration of Christ’s body. Con-
templating how it might be possible that a human hand could touch that 
fiery Christ and remain “unmelted” (achōneuton),50 Romanus focuses on 
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a metaphor of materials that is ultimately left unresolved beyond divine 
intervention. Yet those in the homily’s audience are left to consider how 
Thomas’s material composition is altered by his handling of the wound. 
Like the finger and penis in Symeon, both equally divinized protruding ex-
tremities of the body, for Romanus, the “right hand of clay” (pēlinē dexia) is 
inflamed in the “fiery side” (pyrinē pleura) of the Lord.51

Romanus manifests the sensual erotics of Thomas’s privileged contact 
with Christ’s body through a Eucharistic play on the side wound and the 
blood. Later in the homily, Romanus evocatively imagines Thomas’s saying 
to Christ:

“Stay gentle, that I may take my delight in you, Lord.
Satisfy me, who am yours. You were patient with strangers;
be patient too with your own and show me your wounds,
that, like springs, I may draw from them and drink.
Do not burn me up, O Savior, for you are fire by nature,
but, by your will, you are the body which you became.
Hide yourself, then, just a little, I beg.
Accept me, my Savior, like the woman with the issue of blood.
It is not the hem of your garment that I seize, but you I touch,
saying, ‘You are our Lord and our God.’ ” 52

Sounding more like a lover or suitor, with these words Thomas skirts the 
edge of sexual desire. He asks Christ to remain “gentle” (hēmeros), a word 
that would be homophonous in pronunciation and accent with himeros, 
which denotes sexual longing, lust, and yearning. Thus listeners, who 
would not have had a written text of the hymn before them, would hear 
not simply “Stay gentle” but also “Stay lusting, that I may take my delight 
in you.” This interpretation would have been strengthened by the term “de-
light” (katatryphēsō), which, when used in religious texts, describes delight 
in God, but also implies being insolent and behaving wantonly in one’s 
excessive desires.53 Furthermore, “satisfy [plērophorēson] me,”—literally, to 
fill repeatedly—denotes complete satiation. This resembles the language of 
Symeon the New Theologian who describes himself as being “filled” (em­
phoroumai) with God’s love and beauty.54 Romanus’s hymn also evidences 
the association between fire and sexual yearning found in other ancient 
texts. In his study of Romanus’s depiction of the Virgin, Thomas Arent-
zen shows the interplay of erotic desire and fire in Romanus’s hymn on the 
Annunciation.55 The language is quite similar to what we see in the hymn 
about Thomas: when Joseph gazes upon the newly impregnated Virgin, he 
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begs that she not “melt him” (chōneusē), as he yearns for her beauty and 
newfound fiery radiance.56

In the hymn about Thomas, the erotic language gives way to the pains 
of the Crucifixion and of Thomas’s repenetration of Christ’s flesh; Thomas 
asks Christ to be “patient” (anaschou), as he was with others. A difficult 
term to translate in this context, anaschou suggests to undergo something 
or bear a difficulty or put up with something. As in Mesarites’s text, there is 
the notion that Christ will suffer once more when Thomas’s hand enters the 
wound. Romanus stresses that the sacrifice of Christ will be reperformed at 
that moment by shifting to Eucharistic language. In requesting that Christ 
show his wounds so that Thomas may draw from them like springs and 
drink, Thomas recalls the act of communion.

Significantly, Romanus then returns to the idea of Christ’s fiery nature, 
which Thomas fears will burn him. During communion in the Divine Lit-
urgy, the Byzantines add hot water to the chalice of wine, a practice known 
as the rite of zeon.57 This is done so that the consecrated wine becomes the 
image of Christ’s blood even in its temperature. While there are some sug-
gestions that the rite existed as early as the mid-sixth century, and thus 
contemporaneous with Romanus’s compositions, the evidence is tenuous 
at best.58 Nevertheless, given the enduring popularity of Romanus’s hymns, 
these liturgical associations and interpretations would have been clear to 
the hymn’s audiences in later centuries. A liturgical commentary from the 
late eleventh century known as the Protheoria as well as a poem derived 
from it make the association between heat and communion explicit. Both 
texts tell us that the water is mixed with the wine so that we may drink it 
“just as we received it from the Holy Side.” 59

The Protheoria anthropomorphizes the chalice as it describes how in 
communion one drinks Christ’s blood just as it came from the side wound—
“filled with warmth” and taken from “the nipple [thēlē] of the chalice, just 
as if touching the life-giving side itself.” 60 Here we have a direct connection 
between Thomas’s drinking from the fiery side wound and the liturgical 
rite in which one would have drunk Christ’s hot blood, just as it came out 
from the wound. Moreover, as the Protheoria recounts, the recipient in ef-
fect touches and handles Christ’s side wound through its manifestation in 
the chalice. Furthermore, the act of drinking from the chalice renders the 
blood fleshy and feminine, and the side wound of Christ is feminized as 
the teat from which one may nurse and suckle. The word thēlē denotes this 
nursing nipple through an association with the female sex, thēlys. Hence, in 
the Protheoria, composed by a male monk, the body of Christ in the chalice 
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becomes feminine in communion. As a result, the space of a heteronorma-
tive model of sexuality (within which one suckles on the teat as either the 
offspring of heterosexual lovemaking or as a lover) gives way to a space in 
which same-gender desire can arise. In other words, in feminizing Christ, 
the male author is able to allow for a same-gender desire for Christ by as-
cribing to his image feminine qualities, just as a feminine monk was be-
lieved to spark the lust of his brethren.

The Eucharistic proximity to Christ in the Romanus hymn is rooted in 
male privilege. Thomas begs Christ to conceal himself from him, “just a 
little,” so that he might not be overwhelmed by Christ’s full presence. But 
ironically, it is the male Thomas who has full and unimpeded access to 
Christ; in contrast, in an earlier encounter with Mary Magdalene at the 
tomb, Christ tells her, “Do not grasp me” (mē mou haptou; John 20:17). In-
deed, Romanus’s Thomas relishes his privilege, comparing himself to the 
woman who healed herself of years-long bloody hemorrhages by touching 
Christ’s garment without his consent (Mark 5:25–34); Thomas boasts that, 
unlike her, it is not “your garment I seize [kratō], but you I touch [hapto­
mai].” This side, Thomas goes on, is “the side which as I grasp, I enjoy.” 61 It 
is the male disciple of Christ, not the female, who is afforded the privilege 
to intimately touch Christ. That a suggestive image depicting this encoun-
ter is found in the church at the Chilandar Monastery, an all-male monastic 
community, powerfully underscores that the Doubting Thomas story man-
ifests the privileged access of a male figure to the male divinity.

Ultimately, Christ chastises Thomas in Romanus’s hymn—“You, by han-
dling me, have come to know my glory, / while they, by reason of a sound 
of words, worship me.” 62 While Thomas comes to believe through the in-
timacy of same-gender touch, it is those who believe without touching 
Christ, such as Mary Magdalene and the other Apostles, whom Christ ex-
tols. I do not wish to dwell any further here on the potentially homoerotic 
details of this specific text and image, or of the Doubting Thomas scene 
more generally. To be sure, the possibly homoerotic trope of the denuded 
body of a fit Christ being penetrated by another man through the wound 
in his side may be able to generate an understanding of queerness rooted in 
sexual identity and sexuality. However, to embrace the full queer potential 
of the Doubting Thomas in Byzantine art and literature requires that we 
now focus on the critical role the story plays in shaping ideas about perceiv-
ing the divine through the bodily senses. Thus far, we have considered how 
the tension between sight and touch is eroticized in these religious writings 
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and images. Now, we must assess the interchange between hearing, sight, 
and touch foregrounded in the story of Thomas.

Touching and Seeing as Confirmation and Affirmation

In the Doubting Thomas narrative, Thomas hears a story that he does 
not believe and therefore demands further sensory proof. The notion that 
words or images might require further sensory confirmation has been a 
well-established trope since antiquity, particularly in ancient thinking 
about the arts. Pliny the Elder’s Natural History provides an example in the 
competition between Parrhasius and Zeuxis. In a contest as to who was the 
better painter, Zeuxis exhibited an image of “some grapes so true to nature 
that birds flew up to the wall of the stage,” but Parrhasius won by painting 
a curtain that fooled even Zeuxis himself (who demanded that it be drawn 
to reveal the painting). Zeuxis admitted that Parrhasius had surpassed him 
by deceiving not merely the birds but a painter.63 Similarly, in Philostratus 
the Elder’s Imagines, it is uncertain “whether a real bee has been deceived 
by the painted flowers or whether we are to be deceived into thinking that 
a painted bee is real.” 64 In these stories, humans and animals are left uncer-
tain as to whether they are viewing artifice or reality.

The Stoics struggled with the question of cognitive “consent” or “as-
sent” (synkatathesis) to the presentations of the senses. Diogenes Laertius 
offers a story about the philosopher Sphaerus, who is deceived into think-
ing that wax pomegranates are the real thing. When the king ridicules the 
philosopher for having given assent (synkatatetheisthai) to a “false presen-
tation,” the philosopher responds that he assented not to their veracity as 
pomegranates but to their verisimilitude: “I assented not to the proposition 
that they are pomegranates, but to another, that there are good grounds for 
thinking them to be pomegranates. Certainty of presentation and reason-
able probability are two totally different things.” 65 In this way, Stoic thought 
distinguished between what is absolutely certain and what is plausible or 
probable.66

In the fourth-century treatise On the Nature of Man, Nemesius of Emesa 
struggles with how we make judgments about what our senses tell us:

For if an apple is not identified by colour and shape alone, but also by its smell 
and its characteristic taste, sight knows that it is an apple not by grasping these 
as well, but [because] the soul calls up the memory gained from smelling and 
tasting and, at the time of observation, attends to these along with shape and 
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colour. So when we believe that an apple made of wax is a real apple, it is not 
sight that is deceived but thought. For sight was not mistaken about its specific 
objects of sense; for it recognised both the colour and shape.67

This passage follows Nemesius’s argument against the idea that sight can 
sense the heat of a fire; he reasons that our knowledge that fire is hot (gained 
from previous tactile experiences with it) is what enables us to perceive the 
heat of a flame in our mind when its visible form is seen by our eyes, which 
certainly cannot sense temperature. In the discussion of the apple, Nem-
esius applies the same logic to explain an error: sight has rightly assessed 
the outward visual appearance of an apple, but thought has erred in hastily 
consenting to believing that the wax apple is real based on visual appear-
ance alone without confirming this fact through the other senses; thought 
has forgotten that an apple is not defined by color and shape alone (i.e., the 
qualities of objects conveyed by sight).

Therefore, the thought experiment of the wax apple demonstrates the 
need to always use the other senses in tandem with sight and hearing. This 
is particularly true of art and literature whose goals are often to deceive 
their viewers and listeners:

So sometimes sight needs additional evidence from the other senses, when 
what is viewed is crafted in order to deceive, as is the case with pictures: for 
what painting does is to deceive sight with non-existent projections and hol-
lows, if that is the nature of the thing. Hence for discernment there is need of 
grasping, especially by touch, but sometimes also by taste and smell, as in the 
case of a waxen apple. But sometimes sight by itself vividly presents things 
seen, when it sees them from not far off.68

To be sure, sight can err on its own under certain circumstances; perhaps 
the object is far away, moving quickly, or viewed through something that 
obscures it, such as mist, water, or smoke. Yet Nemesius places the responsi-
bility to discern on the mind, which should not be distracted, as distraction 
too can cause thought to misinterpret or miss the impressions of sight. Un-
like a speech, which requires us first to imagine its words, judge them with 
sober attention, and only then assent to their truths, sight communicates so 
vividly that it often elicits our immediate assent. At times, however—owing 
either to poor viewing conditions or to the deceits of art—we must seek out 
confirmation beyond outward appearance. Thus, we must use our other 
senses, particularly touch and taste, to differentiate, say, a wax apple from a 
real one, or honey from honey-colored resin.
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The Queering of Sense Perception

In the story of the Doubting Thomas, touch confirms the appearance of 
the risen Christ as not simply some phantasmagoric deception of sight.69 
Touch also affirms that Thomas’s fellow Apostles neither spoke with inten-
tional deceit nor had mistaken another man for the risen Christ. The doubt 
expressed by Thomas was not about Christ but about the truth of his own 
perceptions of hearing and seeing. Mesarites’s account stresses this point, 
as Peter tells Thomas that the figure they had seen earlier on the road “was 
not an illusion of the sight, no phantom of the midday brightness.” 70 Me-
sarites indicates that, by sight alone, Thomas was satisfied that the figure 
before him was the risen Christ. It is his fellow Apostles who keep him to 
his earlier hyperbolic demand to touch Christ, however, forcing Thomas to 
handle the side wound.

At the moment of contact with Christ, Mesarites vividly describes Thom-
as’s clarity of sight: “his eyes opened to their widest, free from all rheum 
and flux and murky accretion.” 71 At the instant of this touch in Christian-
ity, Mesarites chooses to highlight Thomas’s eyes and unobstructed vision. 
The medical language of “rheum [lēmēs] and flux [epirroias] and murky ac-
cretion [lignyōdous episymbamatos]” not only speaks to Mesarites’s interest 
in medicine but also, and more importantly, suggests that Thomas’s intel-
lect has not been compromised: severe and life-threatening fevers could 
be diagnosed by the accretion of “rheum” (lēmas) in the eyes.72 In other 
words, Mesarites speaks to Nemesius’s concern that, even when an individ-
ual sense accurately conveys a perception, the intellect may err in hastily 
assenting to what has been brought before it. The Christ that Thomas per-
ceives is not some feverish dream; nor, as Peter attempted to communicate, 
was the Christ they saw some “illusion of the sight.” While Glenn Most has 
noted that the Gospel text never tells us that Thomas touched the Christ, in 
the Byzantine tradition, as in the modern understanding of the scene, that 
touch is inescapable, even when Thomas doesn’t want it.73 In the narrative 
of the scene, hearing leads to seeing, and seeing leads to touching.

That sight inevitably leads to a temptation to touch is an idea familiar to 
Byzantine viewers. In his Homily 16 on Genesis 2:25, John Chrysostom re-
counts the taunting of the serpent in Eden, who gives voice to humans’ de-
sire to touch all that lies within their sight:

What is the advantage of life in the garden when you are not free to enjoy 
the things in it, but are even worse off in incurring the more intense pain of 
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having sight of things but missing out on the enjoyment that comes from par-
taking of them?74

Sight is therefore the perfect sensory medium for contemplating both the 
acts of salvation through veneration and also the damnation that comes 
from unbridled lust, that is, the desire to go beyond sight and actually touch 
with the hands. Elsewhere, in a homily on adultery, John Chrysostom 
makes clear that sight’s temptations toward touch could be construed as 
sexual and sinful, even without sexual consummation: “Even if you have 
not touched [hēpsō] them with your hand, you have handled [epsēlaphēsas] 
them with your eyes.” 75 In a monastic setting, then, the Doubting Thomas 
scene could be as much a site for homoerotic arousal as a reminder (as in-
tended) for the viewer to not be a Thomas—that is, exhorting the monks to 
not be attached to the confirmations of the flesh, urging them to deny the 
impulse to touch and instead to believe and love through hearing (and see-
ing) alone.

The figure of Thomas confirms the Gospel for himself and for all who 
follow. He spares humanity from the impulse to touch: because he has 
touched Christ as a risen body, all others have partaken in that touch. After 
completing his description of the Doubting Thomas image in the Church of 
Holy Apostles, Mesarites asks:

And in the picture, these are the things that the side of the Lord suffers. But 
you who are revealing it, why are you still delaying and shrinking back, and 
why do you not in a loud voice proclaim Lord and God, as [Thomas did] be-
fore, and now being handled by you, why do you not make manifest to us the 
things that have been mysteriously revealed to you from the truthful touch? 
But you will not give heed to us, and rightly so, for the things which we see 
and which are described in this discourse are not among the living but among 
the soulless and painted things. One would say, however, that though silent 
you are in agreement and that you approve what we say and assent and that 
though not speaking, you express the same opinion.76

In this turn to the viewer, Mesarites proposes that the viewers themselves 
are the ones touching Christ and, through that contact, they unveil the suf-
ferings of the side wound. We are reminded of the gaze of Christ in the 
Chilandar fresco, staring directly at the viewers and inviting them to touch 
his side along with Thomas. In fact, Mesarites chastises the viewer for not 
exclaiming in a loud voice their own confirmation of their faith, “My Lord 
and my God!” as Thomas did then. Those viewing the scene of Thomas thus 
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are urged to identify with Thomas and share in his experiences. Accord-
ingly, the viewer handles Christ once again (hypo sou psēlaphōmenon) in 
the present, and Mesarites exhorts them to tell us what they have mysteri-
ously uncovered through that “truthful touch” (alēthous epapēs).

The conceit is that in seeing Thomas touch Christ, we have touched 
Christ, and thus must believe as Thomas did. But Mesarites immediately 
turns this conceit on its head, approving of the viewer’s silence and reti-
cence. They have not touched Christ; what they see is painted matter that 
is not “living”—literally, “ensouled” (empsychois)—but rather “soulless” 
(apsychois) and “painted” or “written” (graphais), as Mesarites alludes both 
to image and text. Hence, Mesarites agrees that we should keep silent, just 
as the things depicted are themselves silent; nevertheless, we “assent” (syn­
katatithesthai) to that which they show. Here, the complex term synkata­
tithesthai, with all its implications of mental cognition and sexual consent, 
affirms the sensory confirmation of Christ’s resurrection. Although the 
Byzantine viewer could not, like Thomas, handle the side of Christ, the 
viewer could, through hearing and seeing, “assent” (synkatatithesthai) to 
the bodily resurrection of the Christ.

Therefore, the queerness of Thomas emerges not from the homoerotic 
valences of the scene’s details but from the queering of sensation itself. 
Thomas operates in the Byzantine world as a personification of the sensory 
experience of the body, a foil to the expectations and needs of a Christian-
ity rooted in assent through faith alone. The Doubting Thomas is a person-
ification of the lowly senses approaching the embodied image of God. As 
noted earlier, Thomas himself is often feminized in his depictions, and his 
youthful face and characteristics connect him with humanity’s faculties of 
sense perception. Bearing in mind Philo’s description of the “female gen-
der” as “material, passive, corporeal and sense-perceptible,” 77 thus connect-
ing the feminine with the sensory, we see in Thomas and his physical need 
to confirm through sight and touch a manifestation of humanity’s feminine 
characteristics. And since, as Philo states, the “ears are more sluggish and 
feminine [thēlutera] than the eyes,” 78 to masculinize perception we must 
move from hearing to sight, and onward to the active touch.

The Effeminacy of Perception

For Byzantine writers, the understanding of sensation as feminine persists. 
It is most eloquently elaborated in Michael Psellus’s play with the feminine 
gender of the word “sensation” (aisthēsis) in one of their letters:
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As for my sense perception [aisthēsis], how might I describe her experience 
with any precision? When she dashed against the beauty of your writing, when 
she saw the flowering of your words, discerned your composition of the parts 
of speech, and understood that everything had been composed according to 
the science of harmony, she cried aloud as much as she could. Like the most 
intense and skilled of lovers [erastōn], she poured her self [sic] entirely over the 
letter, touching [epaphōmenē] the words, the composition itself, embracing the 
letter’s each and every word and utterance, placing it into her heart.79

Psellus presents sensation as a woman receiving the letter that Psellus 
themself now reads; this woman is overcome with emotion, just as Psellus 
is overcome in processing the sensations of reading the letter. After seeing 
the written text and vocalizing it while reading, sensation is finally com-
pelled to touch (epaphōmenē) the words of the letter itself. Stratis Papa-
ioannou notes the erotic tones of the passage, casually calling it the “only 
medieval Greek representation of female climax.” 80 Sensation’s communi-
cation of sensory impulses to the mind is seemingly staged as an orgasmic 
scream—aisthēsis “cried aloud as much as she could” during perception.

As in Mesarites’s description of the Virgin’s conception discussed in 
chapter 1, Psellus’s feminine faculty of sensation processes sense data from 
the world in a sexualized manner that results in that which is perceived 
being impressed on and confirmed by the heart. Just as Mary conceives 
Christ through perception, in this letter perception is a feminine sexual 
act with which Psellus identifies as they read. The description recalls Psel-
lus’s claim that Constantine IX Monomachus was such an ardent lover of 
their prose that, not knowing from where exactly his great pleasure came, 
he would hang on Psellus’s every word and often “would almost kiss” their 
lips.81 Throughout their letters, Psellus captures the erotics of reading as 
words are offered up to the senses to be seen, heard, touched, tasted.82

Whereas Thomas is a manifestation of sensory perception, a lowly and 
feminine character, Christ is the lofty image that Thomas regards, seek-
ing to touch, kiss, and embrace it as one would a Byzantine icon or as Psel-
lus’s feminine sensation approaches the letter. In the early eleventh-century 
scene of Doubting Thomas found in the narthex of the main church of the 
Monastery of Hosios Loukas, we find a fairly typical depiction (fig. 4.3). 
Christ stands before the Apostles while Thomas approaches the wound, just 
about to penetrate the hole in Christ’s side, which is the perfect shape and 
size to receive his finger. As is typical in the Byzantine tradition, this nar-
thex image is labeled not with a description of the action—for example, the 
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Doubting Thomas or the Incredulity of Thomas—but with the words “the 
doors having been closed” (tōn thyrōn kekleismenōn), quoted from John 
20:26 (cf. John 20:19). This phrase refers to Christ’s miraculous entrance 
into the room, as he is simultaneously corporeal and tangible to Thomas, 
yet also immaterial and intangible in penetrating the closed doors.

The language of closed yet penetrable doors appears prominently in 
Marian hymnography, often describing Mary’s pregnancy and paradoxi-
cal inviolate virginity;83 it alludes to the line in Ezekiel 44:2 that “the gate 
will be shut [kekleismenē],” yet God “has entered [eiseleusetai] by it.” In the 
Doubting Thomas scene, the paradox of Mary’s miraculous pregnancy is 
reiterated in Christ’s manifestation before the Apostles. In his hymn on 
the Annunciation, Romanus the Melodist seems to draw from the Thomas 
story, subtly citing John 20:19 and 20:26. Mary describes to Joseph the ap-
pearance of the suitor-angel Gabriel:

His form [morphē] filled the entire chamber,
and me at the same time: For the doors having been closed  

[tōn gar thyrōn kekleismenōn] he appeared to me.84

In this way, Romanus stages the Annunciation as a foreshadowing of the  
Doubting Thomas narrative. In both instances, human perception is pushed 
past its limits as it confronts the image or form (morphē) of Christ. Just as this 
form filled Mary and the chamber at the Annunciation, it now once again 

4.3. Doubting Thomas. Narthex, Church of Hosios Loukas, Greece.
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fills the locked chamber after the Resurrection. Just as Mary, by perceiving, 
cognitively conceives and then bodily conceives the Christ—assenting to the 
Annunciation and consenting to her impregnation—so Thomas perceives 
Christ in mind and body, as Christ consents to be touched and Thomas as-
sents to the realization that indeed this is “My Lord and my God.” 85

The closed doors in both instances manifest the limits of human flesh, 
that of the womb and of the senses, which Christ penetrated without vio-
lating when he became tangible at the Annunciation and at Thomas’s incre-
dulity. In other words, these closed-yet-penetrated doors are the site before 
which Christ becomes visible and tangible, beyond the merely verbal news 
of his resurrection. As we saw in the Chilandar and San Marco examples, 
the Doubting Thomas scenes are often depicted in a rich gold that frames 
the Christ figure. Such framing plays with the duality of Christ in the im-
age; he is a depiction of the narrative and a representation as an icon. The 
gold-ground frame, which resembles the gold background of Byzantine 
icons, makes it seem as if Thomas is genuflecting and touching an icon of 
Christ. Thus, Christ is simultaneously depicted as corporeal and as painted 
matter.

In the Theodore Psalter from 1066, we find a series of depictions of 
Christ within an icon, as supplicants pray to him for his intercession in 
earthly matters (for an example, see fig. 4.4).86 At times, such as in the im-
age here, angels are shown below doing the bidding of Christ as he answers 
the prayers of the faithful. Christ is shown in an image on a gold back-
ground at the top of the page. That physical icons are being portrayed is em-
phasized by the details included, such as a metal ring from which the icon 
would have been hung. Yet the Christ in this icon is not a soulless painted 
image but rather an animate and living being as he responds to prayers. 
In some instances, as shown here, his hand violates the boundaries of his 
painted icon, going beyond the image’s frame; in this way, he is shown to be 
simultaneously painted and corporeal.

In a Doubting Thomas scene found in the crypt of the same church 
at Hosios Loukas, we again see Christ before the closed doors, which are 
painted with a marble-like beige border around golden doors that match 
Christ’s golden halo (fig. 4.5).87 As in the Chilandar image, Christ pulls 
away his garment with the parted fingers of his left hand, revealing his ab-
domen. Yet, here his right hand forcefully grasps Thomas’s wrist, draw-
ing him into the wound as the Apostles watch. In so doing, the icon-like 
Christ transcends its limits, much as the animate Christ icons in the Theo-
dore Psalter go beyond their painted nature. This gesture of Christ forcing 



4.4. Demetrius with an Icon of Christ. London, British Library, Theodore Psalter (Add. Ms. 19352), 
fol. 125v. © The British Library Board.
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Thomas to touch him captures the scene’s violence, in Mesarites’s telling, as 
Thomas is coerced into touching Christ. The rest of the Apostles gesture to-
ward Christ with open hands, pushing the viewer’s gaze toward the center. 
Thus, the scene in which Thomas doubts the risen Christ serves as a space 
in which to contemplate one’s sensory access to Christ via the icon. As Me-
sarites makes clear, the image reminds the viewer of their own identifica-
tion with Thomas and assent to the narrative of Christ’s resurrection. But, 
likewise, the scene is a meditation on what it means for a viewer to approach 
the icon of Christ, being unable in the present to touch him and, in the case 
of the narthex mosaic, also unable to touch his image, which is placed high 
on the wall. Thomas is doubly an image of humanity’s approach toward the 
risen Christ and humanity’s approach to Christ in the icon.

The Erotics of Sensation

A late fourteenth-century icon from the Monastery of the Transfiguration 
in the Meteora includes a startling addition in the scene of the Incredulity 
of Thomas: the figure of a female patron, Maria Palaiologina (fig. 4.6). Ma-
ria commissioned the icon to commemorate her late husband, the despot 
Thomas Preljubović, who is also is depicted in the Gospel scene (staring 

4.5. Doubting Thomas. Crypt, Church of Hosios Loukas, Greece.



4.6. Doubting Thomas Icon, Monastery of the Transfiguration, Meteora, Greece.
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out at the viewer between Thomas and Maria).88 While patrons are at times 
depicted in Byzantine art on the margins, this insertion of Maria and her 
husband directly (and centrally) into the Gospel narrative is unique. It is 
striking that Maria is wearing contemporary clothing. Even more supris-
ing is that, while Thomas touches Christ’s side, Christ ignores that touch 
and reaches out awkwardly over both Thomases to touch Maria. Unlike 
other depictions of the scene, which are simply labeled “the doors being 
closed,” this one is labeled “the touching of Thomas,” thereby drawing even 
more attention to the act that it downplays. Various readings of the scene 
have been proposed. For example, Nancy Patterson Ševčenko has suggested 
that it emphasizes the importance of faith for those who have not seen and 
touched Christ, as the Gospel explicitly states: “Blessed are they that have 
not seen, and yet have believed” (John 20:29).89 In effect, the insertion of the 
patron subverts the discomfort inherent in the Thomas story.

Using Thomas as a foil to proper Christian piety and faith, Maria re-
bukes the need for sensory confirmation. In this image she receives the 
grace and touch of Christ in a gesture akin to a coronation scene, but her 
identity both as a woman and as a contemporary figure in an ancient scene 
highlights that she in fact did not see and touch. Thus, the icon serves as a 
corrective to the desire of the senses to confirm, attempting to discipline the 
temptation to disbelieve, see, and touch. It is she, not the Apostle Thomas 
or her late husband Thomas, who receives Christ’s touch—a touch that was 
denied even to Mary Magdalene. In diverging so prominently from other 
depictions of the scene, this icon raises an objection to the erotics of sen-
sory perception and to the assumption that there is a fundamental need to 
confirm and affirm belief through sight and then touch.

The paradox of the Doubting Thomas’s place in art, hymns, and homi-
lies is the episode’s function both as an exuberant depiction of fleshly, car-
nal congress with Christ and also as a troubling meditation on the danger 
of this desire and the need for a religion rooted in faith in what cannot be 
perceived with the bodily senses. In the interplay between these two ap-
proaches, we find the erotic dynamics of sensory perception in Byzantine 
thought. In the eleventh-century synaxarion—a liturgical calendar with 
instructions for the celebration of the liturgy—of the Monastery of the The-
otokos Evergetis in Constantinople, the monastic community is instructed 
to read John Chrysostom’s homily on the Doubting Thomas the Sunday of 
Antipascha, the first after Easter.90 Centering his homily on John 20:24–
21:14, Chrysostom begins by musing on Thomas’s incredulity and approach 
to Christ through the earthly senses. Chrysostom notes that it is just as 
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much a crime to “believe carelessly” as it is to “be beyond measure curi-
ous and meddlesome.” Echoing the praises of the Virgin for her proper de-
liberation on the angel’s words—rather than hastily assenting as did Eve 
before her, as discussed in chapter 1—this homily then reflects on the in-
verse of such deliberation, the pursuit of a “gross understanding” (pachy­
tatēs dianoias).91

The language of grossness, materiality, or fatness suggested by pachy­
tatēs is difficult to translate; we have already seen it in Mesarites’s descrip-
tion of Christ’s body as “free of all fatness” (pasēs apēllagmenēn pachytētos). 
The term denotes a certain earthly materiality, which Christ does not par-
ticipate in, even while becoming tangible. The reason that Christ could take 
on a tangible form was his “condescension” (sygkatabaseōs): that is, his con-
sent to become fleshy and fat, fully human. Yet, in Chrysostom’s homily, it 
is Thomas’s perceptive faculties that are accused of this grossness and, in 
this regard, too, Christ is said (this time by Chrysostom) to be “free of all 
fatness” (pachytētos pasēs apēllakto). But Thomas “sought proof from the 
grossest of the senses [aisthēseōs tēs pachytatēs], and would not even trust 
his eyes.” Thus Thomas, earthly and gross, is attached to the materiality of 
the basest of the senses—touch.

Chrysostom stresses Thomas’s unbridled desire: in his account, not only 
was Thomas overcome by desire but Christ delays encountering him pre-
cisely so that by continuing to hear the Apostles’ stories, “he [Thomas] 
might be inflamed [ekkaēnai] to more eager desire [pothon].” When Christ 
appears to Thomas, he does not even let Thomas speak but immediately 
“wherefore his desire, he fulfilled” (haper epethymei, plēroi).92 Through-
out the homily, Chrysostom emphasizes the need to orient one’s desires 
and love for Christ, as if they were directed at loved ones who are gone. If 
one is always oriented with love toward those who are missing, then the 
temptation of the earthly pleasures is removed—replaced by the pleasure 
of longing for and looking at those whom one desires. “For such a thing,” 
Chrysostom writes, “is erōs.” Every day a person is to imagine their loved 
ones and, in so doing, one is chained to that desired object and thus free 
from earthly desires, which then seem like nothing more than “a shadow, 
an image, a dream.” 93

This, according to John Chrysostom, is where the pious Christian should 
put Christ: as the object of their erōs and desire. Thus, Chrysostom’s hom-
ily is a manifesto extolling the role of perception, demanding that his lis-
teners imagine and long for the Christ they desire, never consummating 
that experience so that it may continually fuel their yearning for him. The 
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image of the Doubting Thomas is meant as a temptation: it is intended to 
taunt the viewer with the delusion that they might clasp Christ and then 
immediately deny that possibility, since sight cannot touch. Like the hymns 
of Symeon the New Theologian or Romanus’s play with longing and lust, 
Chrysostom’s scene of the Doubting Thomas was intended to incite and 
kindle a desire for the touch of Christ’s risen body, inflaming that desire by 
tantalizing the eyes yet denying that touch to the hand.

Rooted in erotics, such worship in the Byzantine world was fueled by 
the icon, which offers visible images of holy figures who nevertheless re-
main beyond the viewer’s palpable grasp. In the context of Byzantine art, 
Ivan Drpić notes, desire (pothos) is “the name for loving desire generated 
by a feeling of lack and separation.” 94 Because it appears so often in re-
ligious texts, some have attempted to set pothos against the carnal love 
of erōs and sexual desire, but both in their usage and definitions the two 
terms overlap considerably in secular and religious writings. A consistent 
difference, however, is that, while erōs often refers to that which is pres-
ent, pothos is preferred to articulate the longing, desire, and lust for that 
which is absent.95 Thus, pothos articulates the “erotic component of devo-
tion”; but, rather than viewing this simply as an “outpouring of the self to-
ward a divine or saintly Other,” as Drpić puts it,96 I suggest that the erotics 
inherent in Byzantine sensation and perception are deeply tied to a lust for 
consummation, with all the sexual resonances inherent in that word. I do 
not mean by this that all veneration was pornographic in its imagination, 
even if many writers do tend toward that language, but rather that vener-
ation operated via a similarly structured yearning for carnal presence and 
consummation. Beginning with early Christian rhetoric, theologians grav-
itated toward a language of love, desire, and erōs to articulate matters of 
bodily and divine union, even when attempting to avoid carnal knowledge 
and praise abstinence.97

From Seeing Touch to Ritualizing Touch

In art and ritual, the desire for sensory confirmation plays an erotic role in 
suturing the divide between sight and touch. The dynamic between touch-
ing and seeing is given material form in pilgrimage flasks from the Holy 
Land depicting the scene of the Doubting Thomas. As Gary Vikan notes, 
such flasks, or ampullae, were unlikely to have been tied to a site or relic as-
sociated with the Thomas narrative.98 Instead, just like many other ampul­
lae, these probably contained oil that had been sanctified by contact with 
the True Cross or the tomb of Christ. In one example from between the 
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eleventh and thirteenth centuries, now at the British Museum, the Doubt-
ing Thomas scene is depicted on one side (fig. 4.7 left), while on the other 
side is an image of the tomb of Christ with the angel announcing his resur-
rection to the holy women (fig. 4.7 right). Between the angel and the women 
is the phrase, “The Lord is risen,” and the scene is surrounded with an in-
scription stating that this is a “blessing of the Lord from the Holy Places.” 
The inscription announces the blessing that the owner has received by vis-
iting and touching the holy places of the Christ’s resurrection—namely, the 
Holy Sepulcher, which is depicted in the scene.

When we turn the flask over, we encounter the familiar scene of the 
Doubting Thomas with Christ at the center and the Apostles surrounding 
him. Thomas extends his arm to Christ as Christ grabs him by the wrist 
and inserts his prodding finger into his own side. Unlike the monumental 
wall paintings that label the scene “the doors having been closed,” the pil-
grimage ampulla captures the scene by referring to its resolution. “My Lord 
and my God!” is inscribed above the scene, announcing the tactile confir-
mation of the Resurrection simultaneously for Thomas and for the pilgrim, 
who has also touched the traces of the risen Christ with this object.99 Christ 
grasps Thomas’s wrist, just as the pilgrim now grasps this object, thereby 
confirming the risen Christ, just as Thomas is doing in the image. Con-
flating the act of pilgrimage with the narrative of Thomas, the iconogra-
phy of these ampullae often diverges from the scene’s depiction elsewhere, 

4.7. Pilgrimage Flask with (left) Doubting Thomas and (right) Women at the Tomb of 
Christ with Angel. London, British Museum, Ampulla (no. 1902,0529.24). ©Trustees of 
the British Museum.
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choosing to stress the validating touch that comes with pilgrimage. Inter-
estingly, the crypt at Hosios Loukas was also an important site of pilgrim-
age, where the ill came to be healed by the relics of the saint it contained. 
Thus, this image’s stress on Christ touching Thomas as Thomas touches 
Christ seems to suggest a self-reflexive use of this iconographic variant in 
sites associated with pilgrimage, where the faithful came, saw, and touched 
in order to partake in the miraculous deeds of Christ.

A number of scholars have noted the mimetic qualities of the images 
in the narthex of Hosios Loukas and related monuments, drawing atten-
tion in particular to how the monastic community would have liturgically 
reperformed the narratives that they depict in and around the spaces where 
they are displayed.100 In the case of the Thomas image, it is likely that a set 
of doors was originally a part of the construction below the image, though 
now a window’s frame crudely breaks into the image’s center.101 In this case, 
the doors not only would have echoed the closed doors depicted in the im-
age but also likely would have served as the site where the monks congre-
gated after the Eucharist and before heading over to the nearby refectory.102 
Having confronted the body of Christ in the Eucharist, they would then 
confront the image of Thomas’s encounter with the body of Christ as they 
went through the doors, newly opened in an action symbolic of the reopen-
ing of Paradise through Christ’s passion and resurrection.

The image of Christ washing the feet of the Apostles is opposite the 
Doubting Thomas scene in the Hosios Loukas narthex, a common place-
ment for the former scene in contemporary churches (fig. 4.8). Though the 
exact location varies, both the Typikon of the Great Church and the mo-
nastic typikon of Kecharitomene prescribe that the commemoration and 
reenactment of this Gospel scene occur in the narthex of the church on 
Holy Thursday.103 During this event, the abbot of the monastery imitates 
Christ by washing the feet of twelve monks substituting for the Apostles; 
the Kecharitomene typikon specifically directs that the rite be performed 
near an image of the scene. Thus, as has been noted by other scholars, this 
mosaic would have had a direct mimetic resonance with the ritual on Holy 
Thursday.104 Whereas the Doubting Thomas scene eroticizes and denies 
viewers a penetrating touch with the body of Christ, the washing scene and 
its ritual commemoration expressly fulfill and enact that touch, both visu-
ally and physically. Despite the various warnings and prohibitions found 
in monastic rules against gratuitous (or even necessary) touching between 
brothers, the events memorialized in this scene provided a sanctioned mo-
ment in which the brothers could publicly and communally touch in an 
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intimate fashion. After this rite, the brothers would proceed on to the refec-
tory, passing through the doors beneath the Doubting Thomas scene and 
again reminding themselves and grappling with the desire for touch and 
consummation with Christ that the washing would have stirred.

In the mosaics at Hosios Loukas, the gaze of the Apostles varies strik-
ingly in these two scenes. Whereas the Apostles’ gaze appears incredulous 
in the Doubting Thomas scene, in the mosaic of the washing they all look 
to one another. The gazes of the twelve men crisscross with a frantic energy: 
some look directly into the eyes of the man standing beside them, while 
others look over to catch the gaze of a man across the way, and some ob-
serve the others in these acts of looking. This multiplicity of gazes commu-
nicates both a longing voyeurism and an uncomfortably aroused energy, 
as if the Apostles are each (self)conscious of their exposed intimacy in the 
washing narrative. There is a pronounced sense of queer conviviality and 
community. And, while such a composition of glances is common in Byz-
antine art, the contrast with the incredulity mosaic is striking: there, none 
look to one another, no one looks to Thomas, all are fixed on Christ himself. 
Here, in contrast, it is not simply that most of them look to one another but 
that none look to the focus of the scene: Christ washing the feet of Peter. 
The youthful man who sits behind Peter, undoing his own sandal, looks in-
tently at the scene unlike those behind him, eagerly awaiting Christ’s touch.

4.8. Washing of the Feet. Narthex, Church of Hosios Loukas, Greece.
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The artist has highlighted that this man is next. He sits on the bench as 
if about to slide over and have his feet washed. Christ is not simply wash-
ing Peter’s feet but also drying them, so there is a sense of urgency in the 
youth’s action of stripping off his own sandals. The way that Peter’s hand 
releases his forehead is also significant. In other scenes, the gesture of Pe-
ter clutching his head is meant to communicate the Apostle’s discomfort 
and shock at Christ’s submissive desire to wash his feet. These details stress 
to viewers that they are encountering the scene at the end of Peter’s wash, 
and the other man is thus placed in relief. The youth’s face tenderly rests on 
his own shoulder, his red cheeks blooming, as he looks back. Yet he looks 
not to Christ, not to Peter, but directly at Christ’s clothed hand caressing 
Peter’s right foot. In other words, this youth acknowledges the focus of the 
scene and longingly wishes to be touched by Christ next. He is the figure 
with which a monk might associate as he prepares himself to be washed by 
the abbot.

Given his round and beardless face, blushing red cheeks, and short hair, 
this figure can plausibly be identified as the young Apostle Thomas. A com-
parison between this man and the one depicted in the labeled portrait of 
Thomas to the left of the Doubting Thomas mosaic (see fig. 4.3) makes the 
association with Thomas all the more likely, for their facial characteris-
tics are identical. Compositionally as well, this figure mirrors in location 
and gesture the figure of Thomas on the other side of the narthex in the 
incredulity mosaic: both are looking westward, heads inclined toward the 
touch of Christ. Thus, we can sketch the interplay between the mosaic of 
the washing and that of the Doubting Thomas—in both, Thomas plays a 
crucial role as the one about to partake in Christ’s touch.

While the washing of the Apostles serves as a manifestation of Christ’s 
humility and humanity through his submissive touch, the scene of the in-
credulity serves as just the opposite: Christ has begrudgingly condescended 
to be touched by Thomas. That the figure of Thomas serves as foil in this 
scene is telling. Unlike Peter, who initially shows reluctance at Christ’s re-
quest to wash his feet, Thomas eagerly and longingly accepts the opportu-
nity to touch Christ. The two mosaics may work to educate and discipline 
the monks about faith and congress with Christ, but in Thomas they could 
also have identified with a queer figure, who in both scenes oversteps 
the proprieties of faith in his desire for confirming and consummating a 
communion with Christ. Together, the mosaics of the narthex in Hosios 
Loukas tie Thomas to the erotics of sensation, as the monks themselves 
participated in parallel acts of touching and seeing. Interestingly, the only 
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other figure beside Thomas that looks to Christ in the feet-washing scene is 
Luke (on the far left), who is identifiable by his labeled portrait just outside 
the mosaic on the left as well (see fig. 4.8). As the namesake of the monas-
tery, his gaze represents the monastic community’s own partaking in the 
re-performance of this scene in the narthex. The manner of this public and 
ritualized moment of touch between men is rife with erotic tension, even 
if it is just the cursory titillation of being intimately touched as a monk. 
As modern subjects, we might be inclined to underplay this reading were 
so many monastic rules not so verbose, explicitly cautious, and suspicious 
about these types of queer intimacies and the pornographic desires they 
could easily stir up.

The Queerness of Monastic Community

Throughout this analysis of the Doubting Thomas scene, we have witnessed 
a repeated concern with the operations and limits of sense perception in 
approaching Christ. The issues of consent and assent (synkatathesis), ad-
dressed in chapter 1 and again here, reveal the interweaving of sexual inter-
course and cognition, and the crucial role that both play in making Christ 
perceptible to humanity even when our senses fail us. It is at this intersec-
tion of sensation, sex, and assent that the Doubting Thomas scene finds 
its true queerness, beyond the incidental homoerotics of the scene and its 
depictions in literature and art. I do not mean to disregard the potency 
of its homoerotic potential, particularly in all-male monastic communities 
where various forms of same-gender intimacy, both erotic and otherwise, 
would have been given room to maneuver. Indeed, this additional substra-
tum of male same-gender desire is precisely what gives the narrative its 
particular poignancy. Yet, to return to Muñoz’s evocative words, we “may 
never touch queerness, but we can feel it as the warm illumination of a hori-
zon imbued with potentiality.”

Thomas’s incredulity opens up this queerness “as an ideality that can 
be distilled from the past and used to imagine a future,” as Muñoz con-
tinues. This imagined future is one of radical conviviality, staunchly posi-
tioned against the “no future” of the antisocial thesis. In other words, this 
is a queer theory invested in the utopian communities that emerge in the 
face of persecution, providing a place of respite for the maltreated. This is a 
queerness neither constructed on the embracing of shame as an identity, as 
Virginia Burrus has suggested, nor one rooted in a closely related attach-
ment to the jouissance of the death drive, as Lee Edelman has advocated.105 
Here, the shut doors—closed, as the text of John 20:19 tells us, when the 
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Apostles first saw Christ in that room (that is, without Thomas) “because a 
fear of the Jews” (dia ton phobon tōn Ioudaiōn), and closed again eight days 
later when Christ appears to Thomas and the others—become particularly 
salient. This element of the story moves us beyond the problem of percep-
tion and assent that the Doubting Thomas tale foregrounds, drawing our 
attention instead to the context in which the issues play out: namely, the 
secretive congregation of like-minded men, who are in hiding from those 
seeking to persecute and oppress them. In this instance, the Apostles are 
queer in all respects—queer subjects at the margins of their own society 
and queer in their choice to embrace the safety that lies in communities of 
men behind closed doors.

The Doubting Thomas exhorts the Apostles and the Christian subject 
to examine and revise their denials of Christ, working through fear to find 
community in their shared assent. That this prototypical closet opens the 
way to the formation of a Christian identity should not be viewed as triv-
ial. For the male monk, the narrative must have served on some level as a 
model of and model for a homosocial way of living together in the Chris-
tian faith. In his hymn on the Doubting Thomas, Romanus captures this 
queer utopia as a radical site for proud and shameless self-identification, as 
Thomas exhorts his fellow disciples:

“Announce to all the people what you have seen and heard.
Disciples, do not hide the lamp under the measure.
What you are saying in the dark proclaim in the light.
Stand openly outside with confidence.
You are still in the lair, yet you act boldly.
You speak out loud—while the doors are shut!
Cry out, ‘We have seen the Creator in secret.’
Let it be shown to all, let creation learn,
let mortals be taught to cry to the Risen One,
‘You are our Lord and our God.’ ” 106

In this command to embrace a queered identity, Thomas orders his fellow 
Apostles, in Muñoz’s words, “to think and feel a then and there” for the un-
veiling of their identity. Thomas literally asks that the Apostles come out—
out of their closet as Christian subjects—saying to them, “Stand openly 
outside with confidence.” I do not mean to suggest that there was a late an-
tique or early Christian conception of the closet connected to same-gender 
desire or other nonnormative sexualities. I am instead grappling with how 
we construct other closets, other systems and structures of concealment 
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and confinement that generate spaces within which individuals can ma-
neuver openly, given the challenges posed by their intersecting identities 
in the outside world. Closets, in this sense, are created for our own protec-
tion against the failures of our brethren; in the course of their construction, 
such closets enable us to find new “brothers,” monastic or otherwise, differ-
ent from those in the families into which we were born.

This is the practice of queerness: to find refuge amid likeness; to seek, 
uncover, encounter those who, like you, have been marginalized and op-
pressed, and to set out together to construct spaces for the inclusion of oth-
ers who are placed in opposition to the normative forces of a monolithic 
political, religious, social, or sexual majority. In this refuge amid likeness, 
there is the recognition of the self in the other. To be sure, in that recogni-
tion we sometimes make contact with another’s flesh, like Thomas’s finger 
prodding against a resistant body. Yet that fleshy handling is not necessar-
ily prescribed, and it emerges from the fundamental and inalienable inti-
macy of a shared community.

In Pseudo-Dionysius the Areopagite’s On the Divine Names from around 
the turn of the sixth-century, the author observes that God is the prime 
cause of love (agapē) and desire (erōs), which unifies all things.107 This erotic 
attraction, in both rational and irrational souls, is what draws us all to 
community. There exists a “law of affection” (philias nomos), and this “de-
sire” (erōta) in irrational creatures, rooted in “sensual affection” (aisthē­
tikēn philian), brings about conviviality. As the late antique author writes:

For from this erotic faculty [erōtikēs . . . dynameōs], winged creatures fly in 
flocks, just as swans, geese, cranes, crows, and other such things. And, sim-
ilarly those that go on land, like deer, cattle, and the like. And those that 
swim, like tuna, mullet, and the like. And those not belonging to a herd are 
moved toward a partner of the same kind as one [homostoichōn sunodon] 
from that cause.108

Structuring community as an “erotic faculty” across living animals, the au-
thor intimates that, on some level, a form of erotic, sexual attraction is re-
sponsible for the desire of beings to live together. Indeed, in those animals 
who do not congregate into a flock, this erōs leads individuals to be moved 
to find a “companion” (sunodon)—literally, a traveler on the road with one 
—who is of one’s “same rank” or “same kind” (homostoichōn). Thus, the 
erotic faculty that structures community and that is synonymous with 
God’s love leads one to desire a companion who is like oneself, structuring 
a community or personal bond of likeness through erōs.
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The radicality of early Christian community in the late antique world 
is thus paradigmatic of queerness, as defined by world building. Same-
gender desire and consummation are only a small facet of that queerness 
as a radical cohabitation. Yet it is important to remember that, when over 
time queerness becomes itself complicit and synonymous with power and 
normativity, as sometimes happens, we must begin to look elsewhere for 
glimmers of that once-queer utopia. Therefore, while the refuge offered to 
men with same-gender desires within monastic communities captures the 
ethos of the conviviality of Thomas’s touch, the monasticism of later cen-
turies is not the same as that of its nascent days, when it operated in soci-
ety’s wildernesses and deserts. Then, it is the women denied their right to 
consent to sex (unlike the Virgin) and childbearing, the prostitutes of the 
ilk of Procopius’s Theodora, the transgender men living their life as eunuch 
monks, the effeminates of Cyril of Alexandria’s invective, and the monks 
finding companionship in the cell of a beloved brother who come to oc-
cupy the queerness conveyed in Romanus’s depiction of an open Chris-
tian subjectivity. Queerness is captured in the paradoxes “You speak out 
loud—while the doors are shut!” and “You are still in the lair, yet you act 
boldly,” which manifest a community that is simultaneously out and clois-
tered, persecuted and proud, just as the doors manifested the simultaneous 
tangibility and incorporeality of the risen Christ. The Doubting Thomas 
thus confronts us with the possibility of Christian queerness as the process 
of learning to live together—with intimacies that sometimes include those 
of the flesh.
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V. The Ethiopian Eunuch

This chapter focuses on a single image, the figure of the Ethiopian 
eunuch in the Menologion of Basil II (fig. 5.1), a text commissioned for the 
Byzantine emperor around the year 1000.1 In this painting, we glimpse two 
episodes in the life of the Apostle Philip, who is being commemorated in 
the scene. On the right, we encounter the elderly Philip, who as the text 
above the image tells us would eventually become the bishop of Tralles in 
Asia Minor. On the left, we encounter a scene from the Acts of the Apostles 
(8:26–40)—the moment Philip encounters a powerful eunuch who served 
as the treasurer of Queen Candace, the ruler of the Ethiopians (plate 1). The 
eunuch is sitting on a chariot reading the prophet Isaiah, while on pilgrim-
age to Jerusalem. Hearing them read from Isaiah, Philip joins the eunuch. 
They ask Peter to be their tutor, showing them how the words of the prophet 
became manifest in Christ, and together continue on the eunuch’s pilgrim-
age to Jerusalem. Upon encountering a source of water on their way, the eu-
nuch asks to be baptized. Philip agrees, and after doing so, Philip is swept 
away by the spirit of God and continues on his own to Asia Minor.

One of the most striking details of the manuscript is its depiction of the 
eunuch as a black person. The artist, a man named Georgios (identified by 
the inscription to the left of the image), has chosen to depict the moment 
when Philip agrees to baptize the eunuch. There is an intimacy between the 
two figures as the eunuch stares intently into Philip’s eyes. Philip looks back 
with a gaze that seems slightly awry, apparently captured as he is in the 
midst of considering the eunuch’s request for baptism. In his right hand, 
Philip carries a tied-up scroll that intimates his impending response and 
speech act, commanding the chariot to stop so that the eunuch may be bap-
tized. Note the way that the eunuch’s right hand rises from the reins and 
gestures toward the stream before them, while the other hand almost seems 
to pull at those reins, suggesting Philip’s command to stop the chariot. The 
horses’ front left legs are raised, while the right ones are firmly planted on 
the ground and their back left legs are bent, all indicating to the viewer that 
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the horses are abruptly stopping in their tracks. The gray horse closest to 
the viewer captures our attention, the only figure in the scene to stare di-
rectly at the viewer while also anchoring the center of the composition. 
The drama of the Ethiopian’s conversion and baptism is thereby heightened 
though the image is dedicated to the life of Philip; the eunuch demonstrates 
the success of the Apostle’s evangelical mission to Ethiopia and the conver-
sion of its people to Christendom.

While it is impossible to use a term like “race” uncritically in the con-
text of the premodern world, we must nevertheless ask how skin color op-
erated in the late antique and Byzantine worlds. Relevant questions include: 
Can we perceive any systematic oppression of people whose skin color was 
noted as different? Do we observe the use of skin color in art and litera-
ture to code figures as other? And, more broadly, how and when does skin 
color manifest itself as a form of identity? In other words, given that geopo-
litical, cultural, and social identity are often not directly tied to variations 
of skin color in the ancient and medieval worlds, in what cases do we find 
skin color used as a marker of identity or as a site for self-identification? 
Obviously, these are matters that merit an entire study of their own, par-
ticularly because too brief an inquiry risks perpetuating skin-based defini-
tions of race. Nevertheless, I will use these questions to consider how these 
issues intersect with the other identities already discussed in this volume. 
My goal is to bring out the ways in which race thus far has quietly entered 
into these various intersectional identities and, furthermore, to consider 
how the texts evidence a certain degree of racial fluidity.

The Depictions of the Ethiopian Eunuch

The image of Philip and the Ethiopian eunuch most commonly appears in 
Byzantine art in the context of the Psalms—notably in conjunction with 
Psalm 68:31 (67:32), “Ethiopia shall soon stretch out her hands unto God,” 
understood as foretelling the deeds of Philip in the Acts of the Apostles.2 
In such instances, we see a similar iconography: a youthful, boyish eunuch 
with a beardless face sitting in his chariot with Philip nearby. Subtle varia-
tions across the manuscripts change the exact moment depicted. For exam-
ple, in the late ninth-century Chludov Psalter, we see a long-haired youth 
with large rosy cheeks standing in the chariot and wearing a simple blue tu-
nic, while Philip greets them from beside the chariot (plate 2). This illustra-
tion thus dramatizes the moment that Philip overhears the eunuch reading 
from Isaiah, initiating the series of events that culminate, on the right side 
of the page, in the eunuch’s baptism. The same moments are depicted in the 
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Pantokrator Psalter, also from the ninth century (fig. 5.2). In the Theodore 
Psalter from 1066, the scene is similar, featuring both the chariot and the 
baptism, though here the artist stresses the education of the eunuch (fig. 5.3). 
An open text is displayed, suggesting Philip’s tutelage, while neither of them 
pay any heed to the road. An elaboration of the scene is also shown in a wall 
painting from 1327 to 1335 in the Dečani Monastery in Serbia (fig. 5.4). There, 
Philip and the eunuch are intimately seated on the same bench, poring over 
the open codex on the eunuch’s lap, while carriage attendants lead the char-
iot, which has become a sort of horse-drawn cart. The eunuch once again 
has long streaming hair, as in the earlier examples, but they wear a white 
turban and unique tunic with golden hems. These details make the figure 
seem exotic in contrast to Philip’s traditional Roman tunic, but because the 
overall style of the eunuch’s garment matches the attire worn by the carriage 
attendants, Philip appears to be the foreigner in this scenario.

Significantly, in all the Psalter images and in the Serbian wall painting, 
the eunuch is invariably depicted as white. Despite the literal meaning of 
the term “Ethiopian” and its usage to denote black Africans, this Ethio-
pian eunuch has been repeatedly depicted with white skin. Depictions of 
Ethiopians as white are by no means rare among Byzantine artists. For ex-
ample, in the Church of San Marco in Venice, the Byzantine mosaicists de-
picted King Aeglippus of Ethiopia, his family, and his fellow countrymen 
all as white at the king’s baptism, their alterity marked by their pointed hats 
and turbans, similar to what we find later in the Dečani image (fig. 5.5). In 
the case of the white Ethiopian eunuchs, the youthfulness of their faces, 
the effeminate locks of hair, and their rosy cheeks (as in the Chludov Psal-
ter) stress their identity as a court eunuch. Despite being Ethiopian, the 
eunuch’s identity as a eunuch was dominant, and thus they were ren-
dered with eunuchs’ stereotypical characteristics: ghostly paleness, flushed 
cheeks, thin long hair, and feminine features.

Indeed, the Menologion of Basil II is highly unusual in its depiction of 
the Ethiopian eunuch as a black person. The Menologion, whose name is 
a misnomer, is technically a synaxarion, since it provides brief narratives 
of the saints being commemorated in calendrical order, in this case from 
September 1 to the end of February. This detail is worth noting because one 
of the only other appearances of the eunuch as black in Byzantine art is 
in another synaxarion—one from the Docheiariou Monastery on Mount 
Athos, which shows Philip standing alongside the eunuch in the chariot 
(plate 3). There, the eunuch is brown-skinned and wears a turban, details 
to which we will return. If we look closely at the image in the Menologion 
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of Basil II, an imperial commission of the highest quality, we observe that 
the facial features of the eunuch are comparable to that of the youthful 
Philip and the eunuch’s curling, undulating hair resembles that of other 
figures in the manuscript. Unlike many ancient representations of Ethiopi-
ans, which deploy grotesque stereotypes analogous to the infamous black-
face of nineteenth- and twentieth-century minstrel shows, the Menologion 
eunuch is depicted no differently than the rest of the saintly subjects in the 
manuscript—except, of course, his face, hair, and hands are painted in a 
grayish black.

In the Docheiariou synaxarion, the darkness of the Ethiopian eunuch is 
transmuted into a racialized blackness intended to communicate an eth-
nic alterity. A youthful and pale Philip approaches the chariot wearing a 
pink himation over a light blue chiton. The eunuch gestures back while the 
Apostle speaks to him, and they are caught in conversation. The eunuch 
wears a rich, dark blue himation-like tunic; they have a dull, mottled brown 
skin and a turban upon their head. In other words, the eunuch’s iconogra-
phy closely resembles that of the Menologion’s Blemmyes, Saracens, or In-
dians (Indians were understood as being very closely related to and at times 
were even confused with Ethiopians). In a sense, this image recognizes real 

5.5. King Aeglippus of 
Ethiopia, His Family, 
and Fellow Country-
men. Church of San 
Marco, Venice, Italy.
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skin tone, beyond a stereotype of blackness: Ethiopians are a group of peo-
ple with as much variance in skin color as the Byzantines themselves.

Such variation is clearly displayed in the Byzantine mosaicist’s depiction 
of Egyptians in the Church of San Marco in Venice: in the dome featuring 
the Pentecost scene, various groups of people are included and labeled ac-
cording to their identity. The Arabs are dressed in loose white togas, wear 
turbans, and have a pale white skin (fig. 5.6). Only the Egyptians, who wear 
the same white tunics and turbans as the Arabs, are shown as having dark 
skin (fig. 5.7). However, the two Egyptians are not depicted uniformly. In-
deed, the skin tones of the two figures are markedly different: on the left, 
the skin of the figure is a grayish-black, whereas the right figure’s skin is a 
rich brown with highlights of ocher. In this way, the mosaicists acknowl-
edge the variety of hues in Egypt, shattering any notion of a monolithic 
comprehension of race or the assumption that, for Byzantine artists, racial 
darkness simply meant “black.”

In the Docheiariou manuscript (plate 3) the figure of the eunuch is ar-
ticulated as a foreigner in appearance and garb. In the second scene, on the 
top-right corner of the folio, the two figures are repeated, showing Philip’s 
education of the eunuch. Indicating their imperial associations, the eunuch 
sits on an imperial gold throne with a lofty red cushion, embroidered tex-
tile, and a bejeweled footstool; in contrast, Philip sits on a boulder. Com-
pared to Philip, the eunuch is stripped down: while they wear a blue tunic, 
there is no chiton underneath, so their flesh is clearly revealed. This hi-
mation also resembles a knee-length tunic rather than the more classical 
himation of Philip. Immediately below, in the baptism scene, the eunuch 
has been wholly denuded, turban and all, revealing to Philip their brown 
flesh as they are baptized in a stream between a building and a cliff. The 
sequence of images shows the eunuch abandoning their earthly garb and 
becoming wholly naked before God. The accoutrements of their royal fili-
ations and foreignness are all stripped away, leaving behind only the color 
of their skin. They are thus a model of Christianity as its own group or 
race, a genos that wishes to transcend race and ethnicity.3 In other words—
and I am by no means suggesting that this is some “postracial” ideal—the 
brownness of the Ethiopian eunuch’s skin stands as no impediment to bap-
tism or conversion. They are also not black, as a demon might be repre-
sented, but rather brown. They do not shed their skin, but they do shed the 
garb of their past life and with it, ultimately, their foreignness.

Returning to the Menologion (fig. 5.1), we find Philip in a pink chiton 
under a crème-colored himation in the style of late antique figures, as the 
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Apostles are often shown. However, the Ethiopian eunuch is dressed as an 
imperial subject from the time of Emperor Basil II, corresponding to the 
text’s commission.4 Like Philip, the eunuch wears a pink tunic, but their 
tunic is cuffed with gold bands and features a gold-ornamented epaulet 
on their shoulder. This is in keeping with Byzantine imperial attire, with 
the addition of the short military tunic, an overgarment known as the 
chlamys.5 The eunuch’s chlamys is fastened by a bejeweled fibula over their 
shoulder, attire wholly in keeping with the garb of a Constantinopolitan 
court eunuch. Thus, despite the eunuch’s dark skin, the viewer is not en-
couraged to read them as other, foreign, or different. In fact, in this image, 
it is the eunuch who looks like a contemporary Constantinopolitan sub-
ject, not Philip. We are left with the image of an imperial Constantinopoli-
tan eunuch who happens to be black. We will focus here on why this is the 
case and how this matter is explored in the Menologion of Emperor Basil II.

Constantinopolitan Cosmopolitanism

In order to understand the context in which the image of the Ethiopian eu-
nuch would have been received, we must appreciate how epidermal racial 
difference was understood in the diverse space of Constantinople and, spe-
cifically, within imperial circles. In his oration for the emperor delivered on 

5.6. Arabs from Pentecost Dome. Church 
of San Marco, Venice, Italy.

5.7. Egyptians from Pentecost Dome. 
Church of San Marco, Venice, Italy.
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Epiphany in 1174, Eustathios of Thessaloniki praised the diversity of repre-
sentation in the court of Manuel I Komnenos, calling these various peoples 
“living pearls and stones.” Eustathios presents this range of humanity as a 
sign of the emperor’s magnanimous rule and worldly renown that brought 
envoys from many lands:

I will marvel at these living pearls and stones, chosen from the whole earth, 
and the other materials of similarly great worth, these first-fruits of great na-
tions, which encircle your crown. Oh, the varied nature of their garments! 
Oh, the different tongues! It seems to me that all of the dispersed nations 
are represented here. And I have come to know the Scythian, and he is not a 
stranger to my sight, and the Paionians and the Dalmatians and everything 
that neighbours these peoples as well, and these men are accustomed to be 
fellow-slaves, but there are not a few who are enrolled among our own slaves, 
whom you yourself, after acquiring them as prisoners of war, have honoured 
with servitude. I know well also the son of Hagar, the fleshy weighty one, and 
the man from among the Armenians who knits together his eyebrows and 
shows his inner depths with a treacherous kind of look, and the Indian too, 
slightly tinged with black, and the Ethiopian with his whole skin burnt dark, 
and those dainty ones from among the Franks, the lordly ones, and the oth-
ers, over and above them, of all kinds. The Italian race is a proud one; and I 
know these men from experience; but that envoy of a different kind of speech 
confuses me, and the one after him and the one after that. And there are nu-
merous others of this kind, themselves an unusual race of a different tongue, 
a strange sight, like nothing we are accustomed to, causing amazement by the 
novelty of their garments and attracting the attention of the listener by the 
alien nature of their language, and fixing the gaze of the viewer upon them be-
cause of the novelty of the sight, these men who have come from the outermost 
part of the earth, and from unexpected places, for whom the business of ad-
dressing them cannot be achieved without every tongue stumbling on account 
of strangeness and the twittering sound of their names. Nor would an inter-
preter readily be found to assist in suggesting the purpose of the embassy.6

Unlike Western medieval myths of monstrous races, Eustathios’s oration 
embraces the various groups. After beginning with a lament that he was 
not able to accompany the emperor on his military campaigns, Eustathios 
turns to that which he knows well: the imperial court. What is fascinating 
about this oration is not simply the range of peoples it describes but the rhe-
torical force of its allusions to outsiders. Eustathios details with intimate 
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familiarity the peoples who populated the Byzantine court as either tem-
porary envoys or more permanent fixtures.

It is worth exploring the designations and identities of the peoples Eu-
stathios mentioned.7 “Scythian” is a term used by Byzantines to denote any 
nomadic group of the Eurasian steppe or Black Sea, in this period most 
likely the Cumans. “The Paionians and Dalmatians and everything that 
neighbours these peoples” refers to the Hungarians and their Slavic neigh-
bors, including the Serbs. “The son of Hagar” was a common term in the 
period for Muslims generally, applied to both the Turks and the Seljuks. 
“Armenians” is relatively self-explanatory, denoting the people of the king-
dom of Lesser Armenia in Cilicia. After mentioning Indians and Ethio-
pians, the author moves on to western Europe and the Franks, whom 
Byzantine historians somewhat confusingly called germanoi (referring to 
the Germanic tribes as alamanoi). “The Italian race” may well refer to the 
Normans, given the degree of the Byzantines’ recent contact and strife that 
with them; it may also mean the Latins more broadly, which is how Eusta-
thios uses the term in his later Epiphany oration from 1176.

For our purposes, the references to Indians and Ethiopians are partic
ularly important yet difficult to parse, since two terms could be used inter-
changeably. Direct contact with India had ceased in the seventh century 
after the Arab conquest, but mediated trade and exchange continued. 
While the same is true of Ethiopia, ties to that region remained stronger, 
and the Byzantines often distinguished political groups in that region, 
such as those in Nubia and Axum. Nevertheless, the two terms are often 
used as racial markers to convey the relative darkness of people, just as we 
see here. The sixth-century chronicle of John Malalas provides an earlier 
glimpse into contact with the Indian subcontinent, a space that, while often 
geographically conflated with Ethiopia, was clearly identified through the 
trade in spices, incense, and precious stones.8 Malalas mentions in passing 
that in the year 532, “an Indian ambassador was sent with gifts to Constan-
tinople.” 9 Malalas also recounts an Indian king’s extravagant ceremonies 
as witnessed in 529 by an ambassador sent from Constantinople to warn 
the Indian king of Persian transgressions.10 With a description strikingly 
similar to the Ethiopan eunuch’s depiction in the Docheiariou manuscript, 
Malalas recounts how the ruler is partially nude, wearing a gold-threaded 
linen cloth below his waist and a gold-threaded turban on his head. Malalas 
describes the lavishness of the imperial ceremonies, which echoed and ri-
valed those that we might associate with contemporary Constantinople. 
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But he never mentions skin color, nor does Malalas treat this figure in any 
way as a gaudy barbarian or uncultured foe. By all accounts, Malalas’s de-
piction is one of relative equals, as the Byzantine envoy comes to warn the 
Indian king of the Persians’ warmongering.11

Eustathios’s oration is interlaced with telling details that flesh out for 
the emperor and his larger audience the identities of the figures described. 
He uses demonstrative pronouns to pick out the Muslim as “this” fat and 
serious one, while “that” Armenian has a unibrow and fraught gaze. There 
is a sense that Eustathios is speaking not simply about abstracted types 
but rather about specific people with whom the emperor and his court 
would have been familiar. More importantly, these figures do not contour 
the limits of the known world. That is, they do not serve as liminal figures 
whose race, ethnos, or physique labels them as other. Instead, the space on 
the borders of the world is reserved to a nameless class of people, whose 
strange tongue and appearance amaze all around them. Eustathios him-
self trips over the “twittering sound of their names,” and it seems that, un-
fortunately, no interpreter could be found to assist in communicating with 
such envoys.

In other words, in the people Eustathios named, we find not a mys-
teriously foreign other but rather an intimately familiar one. The lack of 
clear representation for the nameless throng of others underscores the fa-
miliarity of the rest, for whom, we presume, interpreters and translators 
were available. Eustathios finds no novelty in the appearance of the named 
peoples, merely praising them for their “different tongues” and the “var-
ied nature [poikilou] of their garments.” Variety (poikilia) is a particularly 
sought-after quality in Byzantine art and prose; because the word captures 
the variegation of light and color, it is particularly well-suited to describe 
the effects of a myriad of courtly attires from around Byzantium’s spheres 
of influence.12 In other words, the diversity of Constantinople was one that 
came to exceed the empire’s direct acquaintances.

In the previous century, we find similar praise of Constantinopolitan 
cosmopolitanism. In a letter to Patriarch Michael Keroularios written in 
the 1050s, Michael Psellus boasts that they had attracted students from both 
west and east, from the Celtic, Arabian, Egyptian, Babylonian, Persian, and 
Ethiopian worlds:

But I have made Celts and Arabs yield to me, and on account of my fame they 
regularly come down here to study even from the other continent; and while 
the Nile irrigates the land of the Egyptians, my speech irrigates their souls. 
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And if you ask a Persian or an Ethiopian, they will say that they have known 
me and admired me and sought me out. And now someone from across the 
boundary of Babylon has come to drink from my springs through an insatia-
ble desire of his.13

While Psellus is certainly guilty of bravado when it comes to extolling their 
work and renown as a teacher, this claim appears plausible. Some scholars 
have even endeavored to identify Psellus’s foreign students, naming George 
and John of Petritzos from Georgia.14 To doubt the accounts of Psellus and 
Eustathios is to cling to a denial of the diversity of medieval Constantino-
ple in the face of ever-mounting evidence. Psellus may be boasting of their 
own renown here, but if the presence of an Ethiopian in eleventh-century 
Constantinople were either noteworthy or mythical, its mention would not 
have been so casual, or Psellus’s Constantinopolitan contemporary, Kerou
larios, would have been wholly skeptical of the claim. Byzantine writers 
were clearly proud of the ethnic and racial diversity of the empire, its sub-
jects, and the citizens of Constantinople.

Notably, in his oration, Eustathios reserves the most disdainful treat-
ment for the white Europeans. For example, Eustathios points to the ex
cessive luxury and daintiness (habrous) of the Franks. In ancient literature 
the term habrous can mean “beautiful,” but it also carries the negative con-
notations of a dainty and stubborn person living in excessive luxury, and is 
associated with charges of effeminacy.15 Eustathos also mentions the pride 
(gauron) of the “Italian race,” using an adjective primarily understood 
as meaning disdainful, arrogant, and haughty.16 These subtle resonances 
could have been prudently removed in the translations of interpreters for 
any Europeans that might have been in the oration’s audience. Thus, Eusta-
thios’s oration contains the perfect double entendres for a political speech, 
with the Europeans as the ones who are treated with contempt.

Western Perspectives on Racial Difference in Constantinople

Byzantine writers are often largely silent about racial diversity, which either 
goes unnoticed or is disregarded as meaningless (as we can see in the white-
washed depictions of the Ethiopian eunuch in art). Yet, the racial diversity 
of Constantinople often is observed by visitors from western Europe, who 
are both struck by the diversity of people in the city and also note that the 
Byzantines themselves did not always pass as white.

In the early years of the thirteenth century, the chronicler Robert de Clari 
recounts the visit of a Nubian king to Constantinople while on pilgrimage 
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in 1203. The king appeared before Isaac II Angelos, Alexius IV Angelos, and 
the Frankish barons:

And while the barons were there at the palace, a king came there whose skin 
was all black, and he had a cross in the middle of his forehead that had been 
made with a hot iron. This king was living in a very rich abbey in the city, in 
which the former emperor Alexius had commanded that he should be lodged 
and of which he was to be lord and owner as long as he wanted to stay there. 
When the emperor saw him coming, he rose to meet him and did great honor to 
him. And the emperor asked the barons: “Do you know,” said he, “who this man 
is?” “Not at all, sire,” said the barons. “I’faith,” said the emperor, “this is the king 
of Nubia, who is come on pilgrimage to this city.” Then they had an interpreter 
talk to him and ask him where his land was, and he answered the interpreter in 
his own language that his land was a hundred days’ journey still beyond Jeru-
salem, and he had come from there to Jerusalem on pilgrimage . . . And he said 
that all the people of his land were Christians and that when a child was born 
and baptized they made a cross in the middle of his forehead with a hot iron, 
like the one he had. And the barons gazed at this king with great wonder.17

No Byzantine source recounts this event, which has captured the attention 
of a Frankish writer. While the identity of this king has been debated, he is 
thought to be Lalibela from Ethiopia, a king of Makuria, or one of the lesser 
Nubian rulers.18 The text communicates the ignorance of the Frankish dig-
nitaries, who are shamed by Alexius for being wholly unaware of who this 
important figure is—a figure who, the chronicle tells us, has been lavishly 
and warmly welcomed into Constantinople with an indefinite invitation to 
stay in and lord over one of the city’s wealthy monasteries.

As we read this account key details come into focus. First, the visiting 
king explains that his people are Christians, making his own pilgrimage 
seem to be less unusual than it first appeared. Second, Robert de Clari notes 
the king’s blackness and the branded cross on his forehead but makes no 
mention of his attire, an omission that suggests that it must have been in 
keeping with that of the Byzantines, or simply not worth mentioning. And, 
third, there is the matter that the Nubian king “answered the interpreter 
in his own language” (tant qu’il respondi as latimiers en sen langage).19 This 
phrase is difficult to parse, given the ambiguity of the text’s pronouns, but 
it appears either that a Constantinopolitan translator knew Old Nubian or, 
more likely, that the king himself spoke Greek to the translator; the latter 
seems more likely given that Greek was used as a lingua franca by the Nu-
bian kings from the sixth through twelfth century.20 In Robert de Clari’s 
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telling, these details seem to startle the Frankish envoys for whom the Nu-
bian king’s prominence and pilgrimage serve as foils, making their own 
pilgrimage to Constantinople seem petty and small, while at the same time 
revealing to them the broad expanse of Christian empires beyond their 
grasp and imagination.21

We must acknowledge that because the Byzantines were Mediterra-
nean subjects drawn from a variety of lands across the region, we can by 
no means presume a single, monolithic ethnicity or skin color when we 
speak of the Byzantine Empire or Constantinople itself. A telling instance 
of racial tension unfolding in Constantinople, involving not the Byzantines 
but marauding gangs of Venetians, appears in the early thirteenth-century 
chronicle by the government official Niketas Choniates. In 1149, after a 
street fight with the locals, a group of Venetians seized the imperial barge of 
Manuel I Komnenos and performed a mock coronation of a Byzantine em-
peror.22 Calling the Venetians “barbarians,” Choniates describes their egre-
gious actions:

They stole the imperial ship, adorned the imperial cabins with curtains inter-
woven with gold thread and with rugs of purple, and placed on board an ir-
ritating manikin [andrarion epitripton], a certain black-skinned Ethiopian. 
They acclaimed him emperor of the Romans and led him about in procession 
with a splendid crown on his head, ridiculing the sacred imperial ceremonies 
and mocking Emperor Manuel as not having yellow hair, the color of summer, 
but instead being blackish in complexion like the bride of the song who says, 
“I am black and beautiful, because the sun has looked askance at me.” 23

The Venetians sought to ridicule the failure of Emperor Manuel I Kom-
nenos to adhere to European standards of whiteness. The “black-skinned” 
(kelekrōta) Ethiopian becomes a stand-in for the emperor, who is mocked 
for not having blond locks and for “being blackish in complexion” (hy­
pomelainomenon tēn morphēn). This example of racial shaming, in Cho-
niates’s view, demonstrates the full barbarity of the Venetians—it is even 
worse than their brawling violence that had preceded it. The text attests not 
only to the presence of black people in Constantinople but likewise to a cer-
tain discomfort toward dark skin felt by Westerners, which the Byzantines 
clearly did not share.

In a strikingly similar account, Liutprand of Cremona, a bishop from 
northern Italy who undertook a mission to Constantinople in the mid-
tenth century, ridicules the skin color and appearance of Emperor Nike
phoros II Phokas:
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He is a monstrosity of a man, a dwarf, fat-headed and with tiny mole’s eyes; 
disfigured by a short, broad, thick beard half going gray; disgraced by a neck 
scarcely an inch long; piglike by reason of the big close bristles on his head; 
in colour an Ethiopian and, as the poet [Juvenal] says, “you would not like to 
meet him in the dark”; a big belly, a lean posterior, very long in the hip consid-
ering his short stature.24

The invective continues in similar fashion. Liutprand engages in every pos-
sible form of shaming, deriding the emperor’s intellect, skin color, pro-
portions, weight, height, and so on. His “monstrosity” is associated with 
disability, as he is called a “dwarf” (pygmaeun), with the suggestion that 
his bodily features are ill-formed. Notably, Liutprand labels him “in color 
an Ethiopian” (colore Aethiopem), with a cutting citation of Juvenal. Such 
accounts of racial difference do not appear in Byzantine texts; racial dif-
ference is seldom commented on—and when it is, the comments are rarely 
disparaging. Yet, for Westerners, the racial othering of the Byzantines was 
a repeated trope in both texts and actions, and one thing is clear: some 
of the Byzantines were not white in Westerners’ eyes, even in the highest 
ranks and echelons of society.

The othering of Manuel I and Nikephoros II Phokas because of their 
dark complexions could not happen within the Byzantine sphere. Thus, to 
consider how prejudice rooted in skin color might have operated in the 
Byzantine world, we must first acknowledge that imperial privilege did not 
mean that the Byzantines were white Europeans. While they frequently 
praise the white, feminine skin of women, Byzantine texts also evidence 
a wide spectrum of complexions, often with little prejudice against darker 
skin. For example, in an eleventh-century poem praising a schoolteacher in 
the Sphorakiou quarter of Constantinople, Christopher of Mytilene com-
mends his erudition and eloquence. Christopher casually describes the 
teacher as “handsome, with stately nose and curly hair, agreeable eyes and 
dark skin, well-bearded.” 25 Here there is not a hint of prejudice; in fact, as 
we will see, in Byzantine sources men were often praised for their dark 
complexion. Only when they are understood as also belonging to another 
ethnic group do we perceive examples of prejudice and racism based on 
skin color; even such instances are moderate in comparison to that found 
in the works of Western writers and artists.



The Ethiopian Eunuch  /  177

Approaches to People of Color in the Middle Ages

Across these various snippets from the sixth, tenth, eleventh, twelfth, and 
thirteenth centuries, we become aware of contact with peoples who are 
noted as being different because of their skin color—namely, Indians and 
Ethiopians. At the same time, however, skin color does not always appear 
to be used as a marker of these people, and there is no observable prejudice 
against the people who are being in some way racially othered. Scholars 
have often observed that in Byzantium, as in the ancient world, divisions 
between a Byzantine (or Roman) identity and that of the foreign other were 
often reflected in ethnic affiliations between people instead of the color of 
their skin.26 In other words, a person’s geopolitical and cultural origins 
were the factors used in constructing notions of “barbarians” or others; 
skin tone often appears as merely a cursory descriptor with little depth or 
elaboration that would constitute a congruent identity. For example, the 
term “Ethiopian,” which in Greek literally means “burnt-face,” generally 
referred to any black person, often with little regard for their geographical 
origin. Indeed, the tenth-century Suda Lexicon defines “Ethiopian” as sim-
ply a “black person” (ho melas), while the related “Ethiopia” is listed as a 
country or land (chōra).27

The lack of precise terminology that aligns with our own modern con-
structs of race is merely one of the impediments to our understanding how 
skin color and difference might have operated in the Byzantine world. It 
is also extremely difficult to determine the role played by black Africans 
in ancient and medieval Europe. In a 2004 book focused on the invention 
of racism in antiquity, Benjamin Isaac went as far as to say that black peo-
ple “did not form much of an actual presence in the Greek and Roman 
worlds”; he excluded Ethiopians from “systematic treatment” in his study 
because “they are clearly mythical and this study deals only with people 
whom the Greeks and Romans actually experienced.” 28 Though not with-
out its merits, this book contributes to the systematic erasure of black peo-
ple in antiquity despite their obvious presence across literature and art. At 
the other extreme is Frank M. Snowden, Jr., whose work praises how black 
Africans were represented in ancient and late antique culture, finding in 
the sources little evidence of racial prejudice in antiquity and suggesting 
that Christianity provided a space for a postracial culture in which race 
was irrelevant.29

As is often the case, the truth is more subtle and lies somewhere in be-
tween. In recent years, scholars have turned their attention to the study 
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of race in the late antique, early Christian, and medieval worlds.30 Denise 
Buell, for instance, has demonstrated how early Christian thinkers ad-
vocated for Christian peoples as a unified race (genos), deftly navigating 
through the imprecise definitions of race and ethnicity across the mod-
ern and late antique worlds.31 Currently, scholars are attempting to employ 
more capacious and nuanced definitions of race to encompass both mod-
ern and premodern uses of the term as well as the identities and problems 
it seeks to call out and describe. Geraldine Heng, for example, proposes to 
define race as “a structural relationship for the articulation and manage-
ment of human differences, rather than [as] a substantive content.” 32 This 
definition alerts us to the necessity and utility of thinking about race in 
the medieval world, as well as to thinking about race beyond definitions 
that rely exclusively on colorism to demarcate differences and essentialized 
groups. Heng’s work focuses instead on the various areas of interaction and 
intersection that place race dynamically in action as a category and reality.

Yet, to date, much of this scholarship has all but ignored the Byzantine 
world, acknowledging it exclusively through Western sources or focusing 
only on its late antique and early Christian foundations. My goal here is 
to continue exploring how race manifested itself in the Byzantine sphere, 
putting it into dialogue with its critical early Christian roots. More partic-
ularly, I wish to focus on where colorism fits into Byzantine discourses of 
race and ethnicity in order to further inform the depictions of the Ethio-
pian eunuch as white and explore more deeply the nuanced complexity of 
the eunuch’s depiction in the Menologion.

Blackness and Deviance

A popular way in the Byzantine world to describe futile acts was a phrase 
drawn from Aesop’s fables—“to wash an Ethiopian” (Aithiopa smēchein).33 
In her historical chronicle, after mentioning a series of futile political tasks, 
Anna Komnena ends by saying that, alas, “the Ethiopian has never been 
made white [eleukaineto].” 34 She is clearly using the term smēchein, mean-
ing “to scrub or wash,” pejoratively in associating Ethiopic blackness with 
dirtiness.35 The immutability of skin pigmentation similarly serves as a met-
aphor for authors wishing to capture the unchanging nature of a person’s 
character. Speaking about the heretical Arius, in the fourth century Basil 
of Caesarea writes to Theodotus that “neither will an Ethiopian ever change 
his skin, nor a leopard her spots, nor is a man who has been nourished on 
perverted doctrines able to rid himself of the evil of heresy”—a line elab-
orated from Jeremiah 13:23.36 Such adages may be neutral observations of 
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differences in skin color, as the comparison with the leopard suggests, but 
we must not ignore that they are often associated with resistance to desired 
change: either the attempt to whiten the Ethiopian is futile or the immuta-
bility of one’s character is associated with wicked doctrine.

In the case of the Ethiopian eunuch, the notion of the immutability of 
skin and nature presents an interesting challenge. The futility of being un-
able to “wash” the Ethiopian creates a possible impasse for those urging 
conversion and baptism. In matters both of race and beyond race, we are 
left to wonder whether the eunuch’s character is mutable. Perhaps the pink 
tunics worn by both Philip and the eunuch suggest that these two figures 
of different skin tones somehow share a nature, already and before the bap-
tism. If whiteness and light are equated with the divine, then it is certainly 
worth investigating whether the same was read onto skin color in the Byz-
antine world.

In this investigation, we are inevitably led to the association between 
blackness and evil in early Christianity.37 In Byzantine art, demons are in-
variably depicted as gaunt and winged black figures with hair that stands 
on end as if it were electrified. Demonic forces, as we will see later in the 
miniature for the Synaxis of the archangels in the Menologion (see plate 7), 
are depicted as black figures in art. In the twelfth-century Sinai icon of the 
ladder of heavenly ascent, monks piously make their way up the rungs of a 
ladder at whose top is Christ, who welcomes them into heaven while angels 
above and their brethren below watch their ascetic climb toward the divine 
(fig. 5.8). These men, however, are harassed by black demons, who attempt 
to ensnare the monks and drag them off their pious course. The monks are 
variously shot with arrows; pulled with ropes around their hands, necks, 
and hair; and stabbed with lances.

In literary and hagiographic accounts, demonic forces are not simply de-
scribed as dark or black but are specifically embodied as Ethiopian. Ethio-
pian figures were repeatedly said to haunt monastics during the course of 
their ascetic practices, attempting to lead the religious astray, as the Sinai 
icon portrays. In the literary sources, David Brakke observes that these de-
monic forces are described as Ethiopians and they were often sexualized 
and feminized, tempting monks in ways that carried sexual undertones.38 
In The Sayings of the Desert Fathers, the life of Heraclides contains the story 
of a brother who sought the renowned monk’s advice about combating de-
mons. When the brother went to lie down on his mat to sleep, he “saw an 
Ethiopian lying there who gnashed his teeth at him”; he told Abba Hera-
clides that “on my bed I saw a black Ethiopian, as I was going to sleep.” 39 



5.8. Icon of the Ladder of Heavenly Ascent. St. Catherine’s Monastery, Mount Sinai, 
Egypt.
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This episode echoes Pachomius’s rule forbidding monks to “sit two together 
on a mat or carpet.” 40 That the threatening Ethiopian joins the monk on 
his mat makes clear that Pachomius’s prohibition was targeted at whatever 
same-gender desires might have led to such intimacy.41 As Brakke puts it, 
this demon’s appearance on the mat presents a “homoerotic possibility that 
troubles the homosocial monastic bond.” 42

In other words, the hypersexuality of these Ethiopian demons opens a 
space in which the same-gender desires and homoeroticism of monastic 
life can appear, since as demonic forces they can shamelessly express any 
unbridled desires buried within the monks. Thus, the Ethiopian figures in 
each of these instances, whether attacking in the Sinai icon or appearing 
on the mat, are less a manifestation of a demonic other than an external-
ization and mirror of the monks’ faults and lusts. We have already seen 
the same forces at work in the figures of transgender saints, who provide a 
rhetorical space in which the same-gender desires of monks can be openly 
displayed, particularly when directed toward the youthful and feminine 
faces of these transgender men passing as eunuchs. In the story of Euge-
nius, when the townswoman Melania attempts to sleep with the monk, the 
author is able to reveal another iteration of same-gender desire, which only 
the reader and the protagonist can recognize. Chastising her for attempting 
to sleep with a monk, Eugenius tells her: “Justly wert thou called Melania, 
for a heavy blackness and a putrid filth wells up with thee.” 43 The author 
thus plays on the Greek meaning of melania—“blackness”—to emphasize 
the evil and corrupt nature of her soul.

Throughout these late antique sources we see the recurring metaphori-
cal language of blackness, inherited from the ancient world and associated 
with evil and demonic agency. Furthermore, blackness is again associated 
with an unbridled hypersexuality, which in the story of Eugenius is con-
strued as doubly wrongful, since it is both directed toward a monk and, 
ultimately, understood as being directed toward the same gender. The in-
tersectional force of these stories is that, while Melania suffers divine retri-
bution for her attempt at fornication (as does the innkeeper’s daughter who 
accused Marinos of impregnating her, as discussed in chapter 3), the monk-
tempting Ethiopians are reduced to nonhuman demonic agents. This serves 
as a sharp reminder of the inequities of an intersectional identity. In some 
capacity, race unites with these metaphors of blackness. The various rhe-
torical figures are treated entirely differently: the nonblack would-be for-
nicator suffers punishment, but the black would-be fornicator is made into 
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a demon, who (as the proverb went) could never change their skin color or 
character.

Epidermal Racism in Early Christianity

Negative associations with blackness are inherited from antiquity, but East-
ern Christianity seems to grapple with these tensions and to attempt to 
eliminate their causes. The approach to dark skin generally appears to be 
that it is in some way ugly or unseemly.44 In the Song of Songs, the line 
in the Greek Old Testament (1:5) uttered by Solomon’s bride, “I am dark 
and beautiful” (melaina eimi kai kalē), would be translated into Latin in 
the Vulgate (1:4) as “I am black, but beautiful” (nigra sum sed formosa). 
This change racializes the statement and underscores the presumption that 
beauty and blackness are mutually exclusive. In the context of the Western 
Church, for example, the fourth-century Spanish bishop Gregory of Elvira 
reasoned that this statement must be metaphorical, since “it is not possible 
for what is dark to be beautiful.” 45 Such statements were not expressed as 
explicitly in the Church of the eastern Mediterranean, however.

In the writings of the early Christian thinkers, this verse was generally 
taken to reveal a person’s inward beauty in their love and faith in Christ. 
Origen expands on the Song’s words to mean “I am indeed dark—or black 
—as far as my complexion goes . . . but, should a person scrutinize the fea-
tures of my inward parts, then I am beautiful”; similar views are reiter-
ated by several figures.46 Elsewhere, Origen proposes that humanity looks 
“like the soul of the Ethiopian at the beginning—then we are cleansed so 
that we may be more bright.” 47 In the mosaics of the Genesis cycle in San 
Marco in Venice, we see the first-formed body of Adam as a black-skinned 
figure (fig. 5.9).48 This representation presumably alludes to Genesis 2:7, 
which states that God formed man from the “dust of the ground” and then 
breathed life into him, an action depicted in the next vignette of the deco-
rative program. Yet, in the second scene, Adam is white (fig. 5.10). The im-
plication is that the inanimate, proto-plastic human is black until they are 
in some way whitened by the spirit of God.

Eastern writers, however, show a growing desire to comprehend meta-
phorically this casting of the virtues or defects of the soul as white and black. 
Moreover, they also work to counter the prejudices against dark-skinned 
individuals that accompanied the Church’s expansion. In the fourth cen-
tury, Gregory of Nyssa treats the darkness as a metaphor for corruption 
that is reformed through the light of Christ, but his tone turns pentecos-
tal in his description of the city of God. There, “Babylon is domiciled and 
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Rahab the harlot is named, and there are foreigners within her, and Tyre, 
and the people of Ethiopia . . . For there strangers become fellow tribesmen 
of the city, and the Babylonians become Jerusalemites, and the harlot a vir-
gin, and the Ethiopian bright [lamproi].” 49 Playing on “dark” rather than 
simply “black,” Gregory uses the the word lamproi to suggest a nonracial-
ized brightness, not synonymous with whiteness but instead shining or ra-
diant. Furthermore, the entire premise rests on the unification of peoples 
within the city of God, as a community of virtue rather than one of exclu-
sion or oppression. We should not ignore or become apologists for the sys-
tematics of racism, yet we must acknowledge the nuanced inclusivity that 
the text seems to aim for.

We can compare the earlier words of the Spanish bishop Gregory of El-
vira to those of one of his contemporaries in the East, the early fourth-
century Theodoret of Cyrus. Theodoret expands the phrase in the Song of 
Songs. After listing the figure’s many corrupt deeds and her reformation in 
Christ, Theodoret ends with the following reflection:

So do not reproach me for my black color, nor bring my former vices to the 
fore: I am black, I admit, but beautiful and pleasing to the bridegroom . . . 
I too am Ethiopian, then, but the bride of the great lawgiver, daughter of 

5.9. Formation of Adam. Baptistery, 
Church of San Marco, Venice, Italy.

5.10. Inspiration of Adam. Baptistery, 
Church of San Marco, Venice, Italy.
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a Midianite priest, an idolatrous man. I forgot my people and my father’s 
house—hence the king desired my beauty.50

Here, Theodoret presents her as a pagan convert who has abandoned the 
practices of her people and the wrongful deeds of her past life, which were 
responsible for her spiritual darkness. Theodoret grapples with the identity 
shaped by her skin color, turning around the prejudices against her skin 
color by pointing to the exceptional purity of her soul. There is almost a 
sense of pride in her monologue, as she acknowledges herself in the face of 
racial ridicule to be both an Ethiopian and a Christian who, no matter the 
color of her skin, radiates virtue.

These statements, while by no means free of a pattern of social preju-
dices against black people, apparently attempt to dialectically counter con-
temporary disdain for black skin and its associations with ugliness. These 
texts can each be seen as different responses to the proverbial “washing of 
an Ethiopian,” indicating that darkness of skin is in no way an impedi-
ment to brightness of spirit. One such response to racial prejudices can be 
glimpsed in the life of Moses the Ethiopian, a desert father in the monas-
tic community at Sketis, who is described as “a big black man.” 51 Like the 
female ascetics and anchorites discussed in chapter 3, Moses is at times 
treated with contempt, yet he keeps his composure. In one council held at 
Sketis, Moses’s character is tested when a father questions whether he be-
longs in the community, asking derisively, “Why does this black man come 
among us?” 52 The brothers marvel at Moses’s resilience and silence in the 
face of such scorn.

While not unique in the experience of monks and ascetics, this hazing 
of Moses is striking and at times difficult to read. Another instance occurs 
after he has been ordained:

It was said of Abba Moses that he was ordained and the ephod was placed 
upon him. The archbishop said to him, “See, Abba Moses, how you are entirely 
white.” The old man said to him, “It is true of the outside, lord and father, but 
what about Him who sees the inside?” Wishing to test him the archbishop said 
to the priests, “When Abba Moses comes into the sanctuary, drive him out, 
and go with him to hear what he says.” So the old man came in and they cov-
ered him with abuse, and drove him out, saying, “Outside, black man!”  
Going out, he said to himself, “They have acted rightly concerning you, for 
your skin is as black as ashes. You are not a man, so why should you be al-
lowed to meet men?” 53
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The words of the archbishop suggest that it is indeed possible to whiten an 
Ethiopian, a point that is clearly not lost on Moses, who responds that it is 
“true of the outside . . . but what about Him who sees the inside?” Moses 
parries the racist comment, not by praising the cleanliness and whiteness 
of his spirit but by agreeing that he is indeed fully white on the outside, re-
ferring to the color of his garments at his ordination. At the same time, he 
suggests that his soul remains darkened as he continues in his ascetic strug-
gles. As a former slave who lived as a robber in Nitria, Egypt, the darkness 
of his soul concerns Moses. Thus, Moses has inverted the racial comment 
by accepting the external whiteness put on him by his ordination, whose 
high worth he acknowledges while also pointing to its limitations.

In Abba Moses’s story, the demons that torment the monk are not spec-
tral black figures from the desert but rather his fellow brothers. Moses’s or-
dination is made poignant by the hazing and the internalized self-hatred 
that the hazing reveals. Moses’s abuse and expulsion from the sanctuary 
dehumanize him, for it is connected to the color of his skin being “black 
as ashes.” He assents to the notion that he is subhuman and thus closed off 
from the mysteries of the sanctuary, as well as the community of his breth-
ren. While elements of such monastic hazing can be found in the Doubting 
Thomas scene—specifically in the Apostles’ treatment of Thomas (as dis-
cussed in chapter 4)—the racist dimension of Moses’s story is impossible 
to ignore. Taking it together with the associations between blackness and 
ugliness or demonic agency, we see Christians struggling with ancient and 
late antique racial prejudices while purportedly attempting to construct an 
inclusive apostolic community.

The Blackness of the Ethiopian Eunuch

Returning to the Menologion of Basil II, we must consider the tactics and 
methods used in the manuscript to depict other forms of perceived racial 
difference. In so doing, we find that the Ethiopian eunuch’s representa-
tion differs from the manuscript’s other efforts to communicate alterity. In 
his depictions of the eunuch, the artist Georgios appears to be attempting 
to produce an image that embraced racial difference without playing into  
colorist prejudices that might cast the eunuch as a foreigner. A number of 
questions are thus raised by the unique elements of Georgios’s portrayal 
of the eunuch: Is the eunuch’s body deprived of whiteness and light as if 
they were standing in shadows, or has it been blackened and darkened as  
if burned by the sun? And what difference, if any, would the answer make? 
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If whiteness is assumed to be the norm or foundation onto which nonwhite, 
racialized skins are overlaid, then we might read the image as something 
like an imperial eunuch in blackface. The ancient environmental theories 
of racial difference, which treated a dark complexion as a darkening by the 
sun, might partially support such a reading. But, according to those same 
racial theories, both Scythian whiteness and Ethiopian darkness are ex-
tremes mirroring the extreme conditions of the two homelands—racial 
whiteness thus cannot be the default or normative, as twentieth-century 
eugenics might have argued. Thus, the artist must confront the challenge of 
constructing a notion of Ethiopian blackness in which the skin color is pre-
sented positively and not as the signifier of a foreigner or demon who tor-
tures and kills Christian martyrs, as we see in other appearances of racial 
difference in the manuscript.

We should note that the Ethiopian eunuch is not just black but radi-
ates darkness from their skin (fig. 5.1 and plate 1). Consider another im-
age in the Menologion painted by the same artist. As Ananias of Persia is 
being martyred, he prays to God and is rewarded with a vision of a ladder 
rising to heaven (plate 4). Upon that ladder, Ananias witnesses two “fiery-
looking men” (pyroeides .  .  . andras) leading him up to the heavenly city, 
as the text of the Menologion tells us. Georgios has chosen to portray these 
men iconographically as two angels, as shown by their wings, the bind-
ing of their hair, the standards they hold, and the simple tunics they wear. 
Yet, they strikingly diverge from usual depictions of angels: seeking to cap-
ture their fiery appearance (pyroeides), Georgios makes their flesh, hair, 
garments, and standards radiate a rich and flaming-red hue. In Byzantine 
manuscript illumination, the sun—a fiery body—is often depicted with this 
burning red, at times tinged with orange. Throughout the Menologion, the 
blazes of fires are consistently rendered in the same pigment. On the body 
of the martyr, the freshly oxygenated blood of his open wounds glows with 
the same shade of red, contrasting with the coagulated and darkened blood 
that has dripped onto the ground.

Formally, we see striking similarities with how the eunuch’s flesh is han-
dled by Georgios. For both the angels and the eunuch, their entire bodies 
radiate a single color, with no distinction between hair and flesh. Because 
these figures are composed of a single color—red and black, respectively—
the artist must take a different approach in delineating the body’s flesh 
than the technique used for the other figures. Facial features cannot be 
articulated through the use of ochres, greens, browns, and whites, as we 
saw in the figure of Philip, for example. For the eunuch and the angels, 
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three-dimensionality is achieved instead with varying strokes of black and 
white pigments. The division between hairline and face in the angels is 
shadowed by thick black sinuous lines, just as we see in the eunuch. For the 
latter, each curl is outlined in this way, and they are given individual tex-
ture through the white highlighting of their swirls, which echo the bound 
and rippling hair of the angels. The protrusions of the eunuch’s brow, chin, 
nose, and cheeks shimmer with delicate white strokes. Finally, the eunuch’s 
skin, accentuated by the rich blue cloak, radiates with what can best be de-
scribed as a dark light, comparable to the brilliance of the angels.

The Depiction of Other Races in the Menologion

The eunuch is depicted quite differently from other people of color in the 
Menologion, such as the dark-skinned Indians who martyr the Apostle 
Thomas (plate 5). The figure on the left has a striking profile, with a pro-
nounced nose and pointed chin. His flesh is dull, a blackish brown with 
hints of redness, contoured with swaths of gray down his sternum and rib 
cage, forearms, thighs, and shins. The figure on the right is darker but has 
similar facial features, with a trimmed grayish beard. His skin is just as dull 
but blacker, and a similar mix of pigments gives life to his arms and legs. 
Other persons of color throughout the manuscript are essentially portrayed 
using the same artistic technique as that employed for the white figures, 
with considerable detail in contouring achieved by mixing various color 
shades. For example, this approach can be observed in the martyrdom of 
Theophilus the Younger by a Saracen (fol. 359) and of the monks of Mount 
Sinai by a tribe of Blemmyes and a group of Saracens (fols. 315, 316, and 317; 
fig. 5.11). In these images the men have different skin tones, indicating that a 
shared ethnic identity or grouping never entailed identical skin coloration. 
The two Indians differ in shade and the groups of Saracens and Blemmyes 
range from a purplish-brown to a grayish-black, showing subtle variations 
of these shades. Though these various miniatures are not made by the same 
hand—the artists include Nestor, Pantoleon, and Michael of Blachernae—
these figures of color are consistently handled the same way, as might be 
expected in a manuscript renowned for its uniformity.

The eunuch’s black skin, in contrast, displays a striking regularity of 
color, as do the fiery-red angels. This use of color makes the figures seem to 
glow off the parchment with a radiant, crisp, and refined appearance. Philip, 
with his mottled pigmentation, looks far earthier than does the Ethiopian 
eunuch, whose pure radiance has more in common with the gleaming per-
sonifications of Night than with the Indians, Blemmyes, or Saracens who 
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often were clustered together with a vague geopolitical concept of Ethiopia. 
I believe that the eunuch’s Ethiopian darkness is construed almost as an al-
legorical or personified image of darkness. This darkness is not conceived 
as the dull absence of light but rather a shining, almost glowing darkness. 
Georgios has chosen to depict flesh that radiates darkness. Why?

Over the course of his rule, Basil II was known for his many military tri-
umphs and conquests. He led campaigns that would eventually annex Bul-
garia and much of the Balkans, making Serbia and Croatia dependencies 
of the empire; he acquired western Armenia and Georgia, as well as the is-
lands of Crete and Cyprus; he fought against and signed a treaty with the 
Fatimid caliph in Egypt; and, late in life, he planned campaigns against Sic-
ily and western Europe.54 His brutal assaults on the Bulgarians would earn 
him the epithet “Basil the Bulgar-Slayer” in later centuries.55 In a Psalter 
for Basil II, roughly contemporaneous and closely associated in style with 
the Menologion, a portrait of the emperor in the manuscript’s frontispiece 
sheds light on the tenor and aims of the Menologion itself (fig. 5.12). Pros-
trated below Basil II is a series of men, seeming to encompass the span of 
the empire’s lands and representing both those liberated by and those sub-
jected to Byzantine rule through his conquests; assigning a specific iden-
tify to each is difficult.56 Because this form of prostration (proskynesis) is a 

5.11. Martyrdom of Monks of Mount Sinai by Blemmyes. Vatican City, Biblioteca  
Apostolica Vaticana, ‘Menologion’ of Basil II (Vat. gr. 1613), fol. 317. © 2019 Biblioteca 
Apostolica Vaticana.



5.12. Frontispiece of Basil II. Venice, Biblioteca Marciana, Psalter of Basil II (Marciana gr. 17).
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practice of obeisance and respect, it should not to be understood in purely 
negative terms. Furthermore, the details that at times have been interpreted 
as intended to signify barbarian peoples—such as the earrings or the arm-
cuffs on the dark-skinned figures—can be found inside the bounds of the 
empire. Thus, we should see this image as a general representation of the 
union of the various people brought into the empire and not as the con-
demnation of others as barbarians.

The adjacent poem describes the emperor’s image, offering a meditation 
on his divinely sanctioned coronation with all his accoutrements of war. 
Icons of martyrs and military saints hang beside him, while subjects cower 
at his feet. As the final lines of the poem tell us, “The martyrs are his allies, 
for he is their friend. They throw those down [riptontes] lying at his feet.” 57 
“Throwing down” (riptontes) suggests that the prostrate individuals are be-
ing forced into the position. The general tone of the poem is militaristic, 
with an implied ambivalence between subjugation and veneration, suggest-
ing that the prostrate figures represent those peoples Basil is bringing into 
his empire through its expansion. They may be conquered peoples, but they 
have come to recognize his magnanimity. With the martyrs as “his allies,” 
the contemporaneous Menologion becomes a sort of companion to the 
Psalter, manifesting in its pages all those martyred allies of the emperor. 
The opening poem of the Menologion alludes to this relationship: “In those 
whom he has portrayed in colors, may he find active helpers, sustainers of 
the State, allies in battles, deliverers from sufferings,” and so on.58 In other 
words, for Basil II, the Menologion served as a potent site of contemplation 
for his military craft as well as a validation for the imperial brutality that he 
undertook against neighboring lands.

The Menologion contains exceptionally graphic violence and gruesome 
depictions of martyrdom. There is a fascination with the suffering of the 
Christian saints. As we have seen throughout this volume, artists drew on 
wide-ranging medical knowledge to vividly limn the sufferings of these fig-
ures, echoing mastectomy techniques and distinguishing between freshly 
spilled and old blood, for example. Figures appear disemboweled with their 
intestines spilling out of their abdomens, while dismembered figures offer 
up their parts bit by bit, suggesting that their fingers, palms, wrists, fore-
arms, and so on have been hacked off piecemeal so as to demonstrate the 
cruelty of these people.

Reviewing the depiction of Indians and other foreigners in the Menolo-
gion of Basil II, as well as the eunuch’s handling in the Docheiariou syn-
axarion, we realize the uniqueness of the Menologion’s Ethiopian eunuch. 
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Unlike the “ethnographic” treatment in the Docheiariou manuscript, which  
seeks to represent the eunuch as belonging to another ethnos, in the Me-
nologion the Constantinopolitan-like imperial eunuch proclaims their so-
cial and cultural placement within the empire’s center. Their complexion 
and overall body appearance seem intended more as a personification of 
the Ethiopian’s darkness than as an ethnographic sketch; thus, the eunuch 
is placed outside the militaristic economy of the Menologion and of Basil’s 
rule. Ethiopia is depicted as an ally rather than a foreign power; not know-
ing how to depict the alleged epidermal alterity of that friend, the artist 
constructs it as darkness itself. “Ethiopian” becomes an adjective modify-
ing the hues of their identity as a court eunuch.

Unlike the other depictions of racial difference in the Menologion, there
fore, the Ethiopian eunuch is not othered or marginalized but rather is a 
subject and protagonist in the deeds of the empire. While Byzantines them-
selves are happy to describe each other as either of dark or light complex-
ions, they show some hesitation when discussing the dark skin associated 
with a foreigner or other, hesitating to make the figure appear alien. For ex-
ample, a popular twelfth-century romance recounts the deeds of Digenis 
Akritis, a hero born of an Arab emir and the daughter of a Byzantine gen-
eral. The protagonist’s name means “the Frontiersman of Double Descent” 
(literally, “born of two races”). But when his Arab father is introduced, he is 
described in ways that make him seem as Byzantine as possible—he “knew 
the Roman language perfectly” and he was curly haired and “not black like 
the Ethiopians but fair and handsome.” 59 Thus, the Arab father retains a 
sense of a foreign ethnic identity, while the author Romanizes the son and 
attempts to place the color of his skin well within the spectrum of a Byzan-
tine identity. A similar, albeit less extreme, tactic is at work in the Menolo-
gion. Ethiopians are not one of the many neighboring foes of Basil II, and 
the eunuch is his servant and companion. Hence, the Ethiopian eunuch in 
the Menologion subverts our expectations, caught between the whiteness 
associated with their gender identity as female and the necessity for them 
to be dark as an “Ethiopian.” The artist therefore produced an image that 
oscillates between these possibilities, a representation that ultimately artic-
ulates the eunuch not as a foreigner but as an imperial official.

The Gendered Color of Skin

As noted earlier in this book, blackness—associated with the loss of youth-
ful beauty—appears in the lives of desert ascetics as a clear marker of virtue 
and self-discipline. When Zosimas first caught a glimpse of Mary of Egypt 
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in the desert, what “he saw was a naked figure whose body was black, as if 
tanned by the scorching sun.” 60 The lives of transgender monks likewise 
often mention a bodily transformation through ascetic practice that leaves 
a physique blackened by the sun. For example, when Athanasius’s former 
husband encounters him on the road to Jerusalem, the life tells us that the 
husband did not recognize his former wife because he “appeared just as an 
Ethiopian.” 61 Athanasius’s being read as an Ethiopian causes no tension in 
the narrative; he certainly is not treated as some demonic apparition or as 
an object unworthy of regard. There is a sense, however, that the former 
wife has transitioned not only in gender identity but also in racial iden-
tity. In the story of Theodore of Alexandria, we learn that the trans monk 
has been “hardened from the burning of the sun” (ebaphē apo tēs hēliakēs 
kauseōs), a phrase indicating the transformative darkening of his complex-
ion through his ascetic deeds.62 Similarly, as discussed in chapter 3, the lives 
of Pelagius, Hilarion, and Dorotheos, and even Aetius of Amida’s descrip-
tion of masculine women, all associate a roughened and darkened com-
plexion with masculinity.

Let us return to the figure of Manuel I Komnenos. At opposite ends of 
the spectrum, Manuel is both the emperor that the Venetians shamed for 
his skin color, as Choniates recounts, and also the emperor for whom Eu-
stathios of Thessaloniki wrote the Epiphany oration praising the diversity 
of his imperial court. In the funeral oration commemorating Manuel, Eu-
stathios provides insight into Byzantine perceptions on the intersection of 
gender and skin color:

And the quality of his complexion matched the dignity described thus far. His 
face did not display an effeminate paleness, but was instead suitably part of a 
manly mixture, a face right out of ancient history, weathered by exercises and 
other labours, not least by the sun. For he did not conduct his affairs indoors, 
in the shade, since he cared not for a soft and easy life. Instead he exposed 
himself to the elements, from which his skin drew its manly colouring, having 
aspired to an appearance that one does not find on womanly or soft people, 
but such as might adorn a heroic austerity.63

The funeral oration’s description of Manuel presents his dark complex-
ion as a manifestation of his masculinity—a “manly mixture” (andrōdes 
ekekrato) with a “manly coloring” (andrias  .  .  . chroian). This appearance 
was a byproduct not only of his deeds in the sun but also his desire to avoid 
“effeminate paleness” (thēlyprepēs leukotēs).



The Ethiopian Eunuch  /  193

This text uses language that is transphobic and homophobic in order 
to distance Manuel from “womanly and soft people” (tous gynaikias kai 
malthakous): “womanly” (gynaikias) communicated not only effeminacy 
but also weakness and cowardice, while “soft” (malthakous) carried sim-
ilar connotations and served as a derogatory descriptor for those prac-
ticing same-gender sexual acts. Malthakos even became a technical term 
in late antique medicine to pathologize same-gender desire, particularly 
for men acting as the passive partner in such acts.64 Therefore, we under-
stand that Eustathios is purposely emphasizing Manuel’s skin color both 
to demonstrate his heroic deeds and labors in the sun and to assert his cis 
male gender identity and sexuality. That Manuel had aspired to his appear-
ance (opsin pephilotimēmenos) places not only his skin color but also his 
gender identity in his own hands, as if his dark skin were part of a gender 
affirming program.

A similar trope, though suffused with vitriol, is found in Nikephoros 
Basilakes’s twelfth-century description of Atalanta, the mythical hunter 
and maiden—a figure who, as discussed in chapter 3, demolishes gender 
conformity. Basilakes finds the pagan myth implausible, arguing that Ata-
lanta’s masculinity and her alleged beauty are contradictory:

Even if one should grant that the girl was skilled at hunting, still she could not 
have been beautiful. She was a hunter; she spent most of her life in the moun-
tains; she passed her time on lofty hills; and she was continually struck by the 
sun’s rays, which darken youthful good looks and perhaps would have seri-
ously diminished her beauty. The Ethiopian race is the result of the sun’s rays 
striking people excessively, and one sees that women from the city are whiter 
than the mountain-bred women in the countryside.65

In the lives of ascetic saints, the process of epidermal transformation 
demonstrates the conquest of the corrupt and earthly flesh—particularly 
for female bodies, which allegedly are thereby removed from a heteronor-
mative sexual economy. Yet, in Basilakes’s attack we glimpse the opposite 
perspective, one that derides how this transformation withdraws the femi-
nine from the desirous male gaze. There is no admiration, such as we found 
in descriptions of the transgender saints, for the way in which Atalanta 
achieved both virginal chastity and masculinity. Instead, the claim of both 
in a single person is what leads Basilakes to dismiss the story as uncon-
vincing. Yet, once again and despite Basilakes’s condemnation, the story 
of Atalanta reveals that the masculinization of the female body entails a 
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quasi-racial transformation as well. Basilakes makes this explicit, not by di-
rectly comparing Atalanta to an Ethiopian but rather by appealing to clas-
sical racial theory to explain her darkness.

Historians often refer to the ancient theory of race as the “environmental 
theory”; it divided the known world into climate zones and regarded racial 
difference as a by-product of the exposure of both skin and humors to the 
sun.66 In this theory gender plays a crucial role in how racial difference is 
conceived and understood. In his Airs, Waters, Places, Hippocrates exam-
ines the ways in which environmental factors affect people’s skin, natures, 
and characters. For him, the Egyptian and the Scythian are alike since both 
are assaulted by extremes of temperature—hot and cold, respectively. Un-
like the Egyptians, it “is the cold that burns [the Scythian’s] white skin and 
turns it ruddy.” 67 Pliny the Elder declares in his Natural History that “it is 
beyond question that the Ethiopians are burnt by the heat of the heavenly 
body near them, and are born with a scorched appearance, with curly beard 
and hair,” while the opposite is true in regions that are cold.68 The same 
logic persists throughout the Byzantine world, where a sun-darkened skin 
is likened to that of an Ethiopian.

According to this theory, environmental conditions affected more than 
the outward appearance of a person’s skin; it also influenced their nature 
and character, including their gender identity and sexual character. Hip-
pocrates, for example, states that the harsh environment of the Scythi-
ans makes them feeble and effeminate, noting that the men are even said 
to “become eunuchs, do women’s work, live like women and converse ac-
cordingly.” 69 Thus, beginning in these early texts, we find a theorization 
of an intersection of race and gender.70 The quasi-racial transformation of 
a transgender saint from an ostensibly white woman into a dark or Ethio-
pian male, albeit a eunuch, likewise is visible in the story of the Ethiopian 
eunuch. Moreover, the eunuch’s depiction in the manuscript tradition as a 
light-skinned youth with long hair strongly suggests that, in a sense, their 
gender identity was privileged over their racial identity.

Between Gender and Race, Between Night and Day

When we compare the image of the court eunuch Leo sakellarios in the 
Leo Bible, kneeling before the Virgin (plate 6), with that of the Ethiopian 
eunuch in the Pantokrator, Theodore, and Chludov Psalters, we see that 
the iconography adheres to that favored for the depiction of eunuchs. In a 
sense, gender identity has won out over racial identity. Yet I would go fur-
ther and suggest that there is no easy division between race and gender. 



The Ethiopian Eunuch  /  195

Instead, since a eunuch tends toward being feminine, their racial identity 
also is seen to tend toward being white. As a well-kept and sheltered impe-
rial eunuch, accustomed to the fineries of an urban capital, the Ethiopian 
eunuch and treasurer of Queen Candace is white precisely because of their 
gender identity, just as “women from the city are whiter” than their rural 
counterparts, according to Basilakes.

Understanding the complex ways in which Byzantines saw gender iden-
tity, sexuality, and racial identity as intersecting, we can now better appreci-
ate the artist’s nuanced and unique approach to the figure of the Ethiopian 
eunuch in the Menologion (figs. 5.1 and plate 1). One of the most striking 
details is the apparent flickering between the eunuch’s skin and their dark-
blue chlamys. Looking closely at the garment, we notice thick jet-black 
pigment outlines it, thus giving body to the cloth’s folds. Muddy-gold high-
lighting makes the chlamys look almost gray when given a cursory glance. 
Hence, the jet-black contouring lines, blacker than the Ethiopian’s skin, 
make it appear as if the dark blue of the chlamys is almost the same shade 
as the ash gray of the eunuch’s skin. This blue, like the night sky tinged with 
silvery moonlight, can be compared to that used in the scene of the Synaxis 
of the archangels (plate 7). There, the archangel wears a similar chlamys of 
blue with gold highlights, but the blue is lighter and the gold radiant. Only 
in the Synaxis image’s darker shading do we encounter the same hues as 
those found in the eunuch’s chlamys. In the scene of the archangel, our eye 
is immediately drawn to the fallen angels—the demonic creatures enter-
ing the gaping dark underworld at the archangel’s feet, who are depicted as 
either jet-black or a grayish light-blue. Comparing the two images we see 
that our eunuch’s appearance is somehow caught between light and dark, 
between night and day.

In Byzantine art, personifications of night and day are featured in the 
Genesis cycle, where they portray God’s separation of the light from the 
darkness (Genesis 1:3–4), and in instances in which the artist is seeking to 
personify nighttime as a means of informing the viewer of the time of day 
when the scene is unfolding. In the Vatican Octateuch, which contains the 
first eight books of the Old Testament, the separation of night and day is 
depicted with a light-gray and soft-blue figure holding a tapered torch, who 
personifies light (fig. 5.13). God reaches out of the heavens toward the figure 
in a gesture of speech, commanding light into existence and thus separat-
ing the light from the darkness. On the left side of the scene, we encoun-
ter a ghostly figure hidden in the muddy depiction of shadow, whose dark 
blue-gray form represents the darkness. We observe here a uniform color 



5.13. Separation of 
Darkness and Light. 
Vatican City, Biblioteca 
Apostolica Vaticana, 
Vatican Octateuch 
(Vat. gr. 747), fol. 15r. 
© 2019 Biblioteca Apos-
tolica Vaticana.

5.14. Separation of Night and Day from Genesis. Church of San Marco, Venice, Italy.
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palette, differing only in the shade of hue: in this way dark and light are 
shown to be the same, simply varying in degree. The depiction is almost 
racialized in the image of the angel dividing night from day in the Genesis 
cycle in San Marco (fig. 5.14). There, the angel separates two gleaming orbs 
representing light and darkness, while the portion of their figure that lies in 
the darkness—that is, their arm and wing—is a bluish-gray, as if that dark-
ness had altered their skin tone.

Two of the more lavish representations of night and day that come down 
to us are found in the mid-tenth-century Paris Psalter: first, in the minia-
ture of the parting of the Red Sea, where the personified Night (Nyx) is de-
picted as a bust-length bluish-gray figure in the scene’s top left corner (fig. 
5.15); and second, in the representation of Isaiah’s prayer to the Lord from 
Isaiah 26:9–21 (plate 8). In the latter, Night is shown as a full-length fe-
male figure, wearing a classicizing peplos with flowing folds. Draped in a 
half-moon billow above her is a cloth representing the starry night sky, just 
as is seen in the bust-length depiction of the first image. Night’s left hand 
points down, and with it so does the long and elegant torch she is holding 
with its brilliant blue flame, signaling the waning of night. Night stands on 
Isaiah’s left, while from the right a rosy-pink child springs into the scene 
carrying a torch with a dark-red flame. This child, like Night, is labeled—
Dawn (orthros). His right hand gestures up toward Isaiah, who is raising 
both hands to the hand of God in the top-right corner of the frame. The two 
figures, Night and Dawn, manifest the opening of Isaiah’s prayer: “I look 
for you during the night, my spirit within me seeks you at dawn” (Isaiah 

5.15. Detail of Night from Scene of Moses Parting the Red Sea. Paris, Bib-
liothèque Nationale de France, Psalter (Par. gr. 139), fol. 419v.
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26:9). Dark gray, rich blues, and muted purples are used for Night’s body 
and garments, while a punchy red gives shape to the fleshy baby, match-
ing the hues of his torch, and his body has a rich pink skin. Isaiah’s flesh is 
a deeper red, as if darkened from years in the sun, but he is clad in a light-
blue chiton and soft-pink himation whose tonalities parallel those of the 
two personifications beside him. The pink garment that wraps around the 
blue suggests the overtaking of night by day at the cusp of dawn. Isaiah thus 
comes to represent a figure on the edge of these two times of day, located as 
he is between the two.

That the eunuch’s portrayal in the Menologion uses a visual language 
that is used elsewhere for personifications of night and darkness is telling. 
With that common language, Georgios is providing more than a commen-
tary on the Ethiopian’s darkness as being devoid of light. In depicting the 
eunuch as a figure between day and night, the artist is mediating between 
the pale and youthful iconography of court eunuchs and the dark skin sug-
gested by their Ethiopian identity. It is possible that the unusual depiction of 
Night and Dawn in the Paris Psalter served as a prototype for the eunuch’s 
depiction. The Paris miniatures are faithful copies of those commissioned 
by Constantine VII Porphyrogenitus in 952 for the fourteenth birthday of 
his son, the future Emperor Romanus II.71 Romanus II would become the 
father of Basil II, for whom the Menologion was made around fifty years 
after the completion of the Psalter. The connection to the prayer of Isaiah 
would have been particularly compelling, for the Menologion scene un-
folds after Philip hears the eunuch reading from the book of Isaiah, and 
later Philip would explicate the prophecy of Christ in Isaiah 53:7. Thus, the 
image of Isaiah caught between Night and Dawn seems to foreshadow the 
story of the eunuch, who is also caught between the iconographic stereo-
types of the dainty paleness connected to their castration and the Ethio-
pian darkness of their black skin.

Eustathios Makrembolites’s popular twelfth-century romance Hysmine 
and Hysminias provides evidence that personifications of night and dawn 
could be read racially in Byzantium. In a remarkable passage, the character 
Hysminias recounts the act of viewing a painting while working through 
and analyzing its iconography.72 He marvels at two figures flanking a per-
sonification labeled as Eros:

One was like the sun and entirely white, with white hair, white eyes, white 
tunic, face, hands, legs—everything white; the other was entirely black 
[melaina]—hair, head, face and hands and feet, and tunic. They were identical 
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in age but different in colouring, identical in wrinkles but different in race 
[genos], the one was as if she came from Achaia fair in women, the other as if 
from scorched Ethiopia [kekaumenēs Aithiopias].73

The description of these figures matches the personifications of night and 
day discussed previously. Crucially, Hysminias understands the depictions 
as not simply allegorical or symbolic—the difference in skin color suggests 
a difference in “race” (genos). Eventually, his companion Kratisthenes ex-
plains that these two figures are in fact “day and night” (hēmera kai nyx).74 
Thus this text attests both to the popular understanding of this icono-
graphic motif and to the possibility of reading such representations as im-
ages of racialized difference based on colorism and epidermal definitions 
of race.

Even the dark blue of the eunuch’s chlamys bears a complex and racial-
ized history. In Byzantine color theory, the hues of blue and black were 
deeply entangled and even conflated via overlapping terms and categories.75 
The Greek word for “blue” (kuaneos) was consistently applied to the color 
of the sky and the sea, but—just as in the ancient sources—its meaning 
as “dark” was stressed.76 For example, the tenth-century Suda Lexicon de-
fines kuaneoi simply as “dark” (melanes).77 The sixth-century lexicon of He-
sychius has a variety of citations for blue, including the “water of the sea” 
(thalattion hydōr) and the “perceptible color of the sky” (eidos chrōmatos 
ouranoeides). Significantly, Hesychius’s blue also covers the related kuaneōn 
or “the blue ones” as referring to “the Dark Ones” (Maurōn)—whence the 
term “Moors” derives—and “Ethiopians” (Aithiopōn).78 Both in literary de-
scriptions and in painting across the medieval world, artists and authors 
regularly depict Ethiopians (and dark skin more broadly) as blue.79 The in-
terplay between blue and darkness in Byzantine color theories is a striking 
conceptual parallel to what has been observed in the depiction of the Ethi-
opian eunuch.

The implications of blue—as signaling an absence of light, the color of 
the sky, and the darkness of skin—have been present since antiquity. This 
heritage makes blue (or, more accurately, kuaneos) the suitable color not 
only for personifying Night, but also for conveying the color of the Ethio-
pian eunuch’s skin in art. Gregorios seems to have had this logic in mind 
when he illuminated the miniature of Philip and the Ethiopian eunuch in 
the Menologion of Basil II. As we look at the eunuch’s face, our gaze is led 
down the outline of the chlamys over their left shoulder and arm, mak-
ing it seem as if their face and cloak were of the same tone. Our eyes are 
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repeatedly deceived as to whether the eunuch’s skin, as it fades into the 
richer blue of the chlamys with its dark shadowing, might be this same dark 
blue. And unlike what we see for the figure of Isaiah, the dark wraps over 
light, as the eunuch’s pink tunic is covered by the blue chlamys.

This contrast is also made by Philip’s clothing: he wears a pink chiton 
of the exact hue as that worn by the eunuch; the shading and contours of 
these pink garments are handled in the same way. Philip’s beige himation, 
however, contrasts starkly with the eunuch’s blue chlamys. Philip’s is quite 
light yet equally varied in the hues and color saturations that compose it; 
there are dull white highlights on an olive-green color, while the fabric’s 
folds and its outline over his left shoulder and arm are tawny ochre. The 
same dull white marks used for the himation’s highlights are used for Phil-
ip’s face, dull olive capturing the shading of his countenance—the shadowy 
right side of his face, the sides of his nose, the area around his eyes, and the 
curves of his neck—and ochre enlivening the lit left side of his face, partic-
ularly on his left temple, cheek, and neck. Thus, Georgios has deployed the 
same colors with surgical precision across garb and skin to articulate the 
racial difference between the two figures. While their outward skins may 
differ, the two are the same in their Christian faith, represented by the pink 
undertunics that unite the two figures.

While we have repeatedly encountered consistent beliefs in the fluidity 
of race, as defined by skin markers, we must also acknowledge and con-
front the radical disparities between the lives of the darkened transgender 
saints and the experiences of black men, such as Abba Moses the Ethio-
pian.80 While the abbots and brothers seek to protect and guard transgen-
der monks, lauding the supreme virtue of their trans brothers upon their 
death, similar abbots and brothers toss racial slurs at and dehumanize Abba 
Moses. Moses’s virtue becomes reduced to his ability to maintain compo-
sure in spite of all this mistreatment. Rather than delight in his asceticism 
as such, the praise for the black man (when subjected to racial shaming and 
abuse) was based on his ability to keep silent.

White privilege thus apparently delights in the fantasy of becoming 
transracial, whereas the reality of a black person is that the same process is 
one of atonement and cleansing—whitewashing the Ethiopian, or purify-
ing the primordial darkness of the soul. Thus, we see two vectors of identity 
at work in these authors. On the one hand, women become men, who are 
praised for their transgender ascent; white women become blackened men, 
who are praised for the asceticism demonstrated by their transracial trans-
formation. But, within the same schema, men cannot become women lest 
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they be corrupt effeminates; and black men can become white in spirit, only 
to be confronted with the futility of that change because their skin color re-
mains the same. It is this double bind that Moses brings to the surface with 
his tongue-in-cheek statement that he had become wholly white, but only 
on the outside, playing on the colors of his garment and his skin.

In some regards, the myth of being transracial seems to be the last gasp 
of a culture that has momentarily deluded itself into believing itself to be 
postracial and color-blind despite failing to resolve its racial disparities, or 
the related brutalities and inequalities in its systems of oppression. Thus, 
the idea that one can be transracial emerges as an effort to performatively 
downplay the realities and dangers of racial inequality by culturally appro-
priating into oneself not elements of a culture but the whole idea of race it-
self, hoping to fully consume it by doing so. The commentaries on the Song 
of Songs actively seek to create a postracial utopia of inclusivity, but this 
attempt is ultimately held back by the systematics of racial prejudice. It is 
difficult to imagine a Byzantium in which there is no racial prejudice given 
that demons are depicted as black and their Roman heritage is replete with 
concerns about miscegenation, racial purity, and hypersexualized Ethio-
pian figures. Despite the marked differences in the Byzantine period from 
the West, texts like Nikephoros Basilakes’s display pronounced antiblack 
and transphobic sentiments. Thus, the myth of a transracial possibility, 
while afforded to the nonblack transgender saints through their own racial 
privilege, is a phantasm for the black subject, reminded as they are that it is 
impossible to whiten them.

However, there is an important discussion to be had regarding the par-
allels, frictions, and intersectionality of race, gender, and sexual identity. 
As Kathryn Bond Stockton has argued, studying the contemporary inter-
change between race and queerness reveals the common trope of the poor, 
queer man of color (usually Latino, black, or both), who fashions himself 
through drag into the image of a white, wealthy woman, as in Paris Is Burn­
ing (dir. Jennie Livingston, 1990).81 Yet, at the core of this impulse is the 
realization of an intersectional identity as the nonwhite, nonwealthy, non-
heterosexual queer attempts to break through their own marginalization, 
an identity whose representation normative, homosexual communities and 
activism are often unable or unwilling to support. In other words, these 
recognitions of the enmeshments of race and sexuality, of race and gender 
demonstrate how identities, beyond their intersection, flow or switch into 
one another through the shared systematics of disadvantage, marginaliza-
tion, and oppression.
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In the Menologion, while the martyrs are usually depicted in contem-
porary or more classicizing Byzantine garments, the torturers often wear 
richly embroidered pants, shirts with pseudo-Arabic script, and other such 
details that attempt to distinguish them from the martyrs. This differentia-
tion does not always occur along the lines of skin color; in the few instances 
when skin color is involved, it is clear that these enemies are treated neither 
as a monolithic racialized other nor as only racially different. Nevertheless, 
these images contain an inherent murmur of racial tension, and I propose 
it is for this reason that the artist Georgios depicted the Ethiopian eunuch 
in a subtly yet distinctly different manner than the non-Christian foreign-
ers of color. His aim was to remove the eunuch from the “ethnographic” 
portrayal of their facial features, garments, skin color, and so on. Faced 
with the task of presenting a Christian Ethiopian eunuch in a manner that 
would not confuse the viewer into understanding them as being somehow 
other to Philip, Georgios took extensive pains to ensure that all the eu-
nuch’s identities were conveyed favorably.

The eunuch is dressed in courtly attire with undertones of Byzantine 
military garb, clearly articulating that they are on Basil II’s side. Their fa-
cial features are youthful, dainty, refined, and feminine, ensuring that they 
are properly interpreted as a eunuch cultivated in the fineries of the impe-
rial court. In communicating their Ethiopian identity, the artist chose not 
to deploy the earthly tropes for portraying darker shades of skin color but 
instead to depict their form as a personification of Night. Rather than be-
ing dull and mottled, as are most human figures (both friends and foes) in 
the manuscript, the eunuch’s skin radiates darkness, like the red glow of 
those fiery angels discussed previously. Georgios also had to ground the 
figure as a bodily, human form. Thus he paints the pulsating chlamys the 
color of the night sky, thereby simultaneously capturing the figure’s ori-
gins as a personification and making them unquestionably earthly. In other 
words, the handling of the Ethiopian Christian eunuch’s depiction is a vi-
sual metaphor for intersectionality as a method that seeks to represent the 
lived realities of a subject whose identity lies at the intersection of several 
marginalized groups. The fact that the eunuch cannot simply be a black 
Ethiopian, cannot simply be a white eunuch, cannot simply be a persecuted 
early Christian, but must develop a new system of representation altogether 
drives the methodological goals of this volume, which has sought to artic-
ulate new structures of representation to bring out the intersectional iden-
tities of Byzantine subjects.
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The appearance of such a rich and complex depiction of the Ethiopian 
eunuch in a manuscript focused on the martyrdom of Christian subjects 
at the hands of barbaric others compels us to rethink blackness in Byzan-
tium. Elsewhere in Byzantine art, persons of color appear when the evan-
gelization of the various peoples of the earth is similarly stressed, such as 
the Pentecost scene.82 Hence, the tenor of their depictions is usually posi-
tive, as they are welcomed into a broader Christian empire. The image of 
the Ethiopian eunuch requires that we confront the fact that, despite hav-
ing inherited a long history of racial invective, the Byzantines repeatedly 
turned racist stereotypes on their heads. Moverover, in their identity as Ro-
man subjects, the Byzantines had a different geopolitical position than did 
those the medieval West.

The Byzantines were not white. That a broad spectrum of skin tone was  
considered normative is evidence of that. Additionally, cosmopolitan con-
ditions of a city such as Constantinople evidently created considerable room 
for “Ethiopian” figures to maneuver without prejudice in art, literature, and 
daily life. This does not mean that there was no racism or prejudice based 
on skin color. While we cannot accept the learned helplessness of viewing 
modern racism as a millennia-old phenomenon, immune to radical and 
immediate change, we must also ensure that we do not become apologists 
for ancient and medieval racism by somehow normalizing the systematic 
oppression and brutality against racial minorities in history. Black peoples 
in Byzantium merit further study, and so do the other racialized minori-
ties and ethnic groups who fell under imperial brutality. In addition, we 
must turn to contemporary critical race studies to think of race beyond 
skin color, without underplaying or denying the role that it has in the sub-
jugation and oppression of people of color.
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Epilogue

In 1992, Michael Camille argued that “the margins add an extra di-
mension, a supplement, that is able to gloss, parody, modernize and prob-
lematize the text’s authority while never totally undermining it.” 1 The 
marginal identities discussed in this volume, however, do not form a strictly 
binary relationship with the center. In the Byzantine world, the ultimate 
recognition of the alterity of the so-called marginal is what always shocks 
those in the center into realizing their misgivings, their failures, and their 
own lacks. What we have seen here are figures who did not adhere to nor-
mative standards and who therefore actively challenged Byzantine culture 
to confront its privilege and entitlement. The praise enjoyed by transgender 
monks did not translate to a modern notion of equal rights. Transgender 
women, for example, are all but absent from the historical record. Never-
theless, because of trans monks, religious authors praised and venerated 
trans identities, despite legal and biblical prohibitions against their very ex-
istence. To consider the histories presented in this book is thus to glimpse 
the workings of a more ethical medieval past that neither fetishized other-
ness nor denigrated it, but rather sought to reevaluate its givens by learning 
from the subjectivities of these people.2

In looking at same-gender desire, slut-shaming, or gender identity in 
Byzantium, we find a world where gender and sexual practices that were 
nonnormative enjoyed a great deal of room to operate, even if, at times, it 
drew the ire of ecclesiastical figures or authorities who might have not ap-
proved of all the diverse practices in the various centers of the empire, from 
Constantinople to Alexandria. Camille’s notion that the center is “depen-
dent upon the margins for its continued existence” 3 rests on the assump-
tion that it was by defining an othered and marginalized community that 
the center was able to retain its privilege and entitlement. Byzantium offers 
little evidence of this dynamic except in the most simplistic of forms. Byz-
antium’s contact with others was always deeply personal; chances are that 
many people of any given identity—whether the focus is constructions of 
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race, religious confession, or gender expression—existed in Constantinople 
as residents, tourists, or traders. There is no parallel in western Europe for 
Eustathios of Thessaloniki’s praise for the eclectic and diverse Constanti-
nopolitan court or Michael Psellus’s boasts about their multicultural, mul-
tilingual, and multiethnic students.

In other words, in Byzantium the center does not depend on ostraciz-
ing the margins in order to forcefully exclaim and perpetually reclaim its 
centrality. Instead, the center depends on the margins for its continued ex-
istence in a quite different way; it worked more as an articulated hub in a 
broad network linked to various global and diverse centers than as a soli-
tary colonial core. The saints’ lives discussed here demonstrate an immense 
degree of mobility and circulation across the Mediterranean and Middle 
Eastern worlds, as fluid and permeable as the gender and sexual identities 
that unfold across those spaces. In describing the miraculous sacrifices of 
trans monks, the stories articulate what the center has to gain and learn 
from the marginalized, just as some Byzantine philosophers learned Ara-
bic, spent time abroad, translated texts, and developed their ideas accord-
ingly. When we examine figures like Procopius’s Theodora, the homiletics 
on sexual consent, the various discussions on contraception and abortion, 
or offhand rules for dealing with same-gender desire in monastic spaces, 
we are forced to recognize the many discriminated against and disadvan-
taged figures who operated in the shadows of these centers.

Confronting the intersectionality of identity, we begin to perceive not 
only the struggles faced by disenfranchised identities but likewise the out-
lines of excised subjectivities who, owing to certain forms of privilege and 
entitlement, left a mark on the historical record even if many others like 
them were erased. Beyond illuminating the tentative and possible lives 
of medieval subjects, downtrodden because of their intersectional identi-
ties, the power of intersectionality as a method is to recognize the ability 
of privilege to compensate for a person’s otherwise ill-regarded lives. Had 
Elagabalus or Theodora been just another person or performer in a late 
antique city, their identities would have been entirely expunged, existing 
only within the indiscriminately nameless mass of denigrated subjectivities 
compounded within the screeds of invective. Yet, as entitled and privileged 
figures who were nevertheless subjected to transphobia and slut-shaming, 
respectively, they managed to leave behind for us a ghostly image of such 
subjectivities in the premodern world.

My point here is certainly not that Elagabalus and Theodora enjoyed 
the privileges of the late antique equivalent of a straight white cis male, 
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but rather that, because of the inordinate privileges of rank and wealth 
that they enjoyed, they were able to bypass the nameless obscurity of those 
whose identities placed them in positions of far less power. Just as intersec-
tionality makes us aware that white feminism can be toxic to feminists of 
color whose suffering is radically different by the virtue of their intersect-
ing identities, as historians we can use the privilege of recorded histori-
cal figures to excavate interstitial subjectivities that were denied to those 
less privileged. The relative privilege of a transgender monk, who is praised 
for his ascent from femininity to masculinity, converts misogynist rhetoric 
into a meagerly preserved identity in the historical record. Through them 
we can then obliquely consider the social, medical, and institutional pos-
sibilities for transgender women, for whom a transgender identity was met 
not with misogynistic praise but with transmisogynistic erasure. 

Intersectionality thus makes Camille’s center/periphery binary wholly 
irrelevant, redirecting our attention not to what lies at one place or the 
other, nor to the dialogic constitution of the two, but rather to the multi-
ple states of marginality that repeatedly intersect. Rather than looking at 
the dynamics of marginality construed through power and authority, even 
when playfully subverted, we must question the institution of power di-
rectly. Despite his allusions to the flux between margins and centers, Ca-
mille’s margin ultimately plays with glosses on identity without being able 
to flesh out the textures and messiness of identities in their individual plu-
ralities. After all, as a gay white male scholar, marginal identity was mono-
lithic and defined for Camille.4 Camille’s failures make us keenly aware 
that to uphold binary constructions of identity is ultimately to accede to the 
power structures that would rather keep center and periphery as valid clas-
sifications. As a retort to Michael Camille’s Image on the Edge, this book is 
intended to stress the intersection, multiplicity, and ultimate erasure of the 
identities addressed.

Future scholarship must acknowledge that marginalization, oppression, 
and intersectionality are not modern constructs—they are methodologies. 
Even if such self-critical language is missing from our primary sources, 
we cannot state that the lived realities and experience of these subjectivi-
ties are not historically valid or present. To say that articulating and call-
ing out these forces is anachronistic or contrary to the historian’s project 
is to be complicit with oppression. The contemporary notion of being and 
becoming aware of these problems in our own society is captured by the 
word “woke,” though its own complicities and self-satisfied hubris are also 
noted and rightly critiqued as virtue signaling. Even in a culture that has 
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a developed language for articulating and fighting the inequalities of sys-
tematic oppression, one can far too easily be lulled into complacency and 
comfortable silence. Even today, to call out and argue for the realities of in-
tersectionality often entails engaging with normalized power structures, 
ranging from governmental institutions to our friends and colleagues. As 
a method, intersectionality requires the articulation to each other of the 
patterns, actions, and mentalities of ingrained systematic oppression, for, 
as individuals, we often perpetuate these systematically normalized (yet no 
less violent) exercises of power without our own knowledge or intent.

In history, to write a truer, more ethical past requires a process of expla-
nation that frequently is met with denial, retaliatory aggression, hurt feel-
ings, and slow acceptance, even by those who are close to us. Despite this, 
to believe that our historical inquiries can begin only when our primary 
texts willingly offer up and display subjectivities is to be a crude apolo-
gist for social inequality and oppression. Furthermore, it is to delude our-
selves into believing that we are taking a scholarly high ground in denying 
the existence of sexual violence, misogyny, transphobia, homophobia, and 
racism in the premodern world. If we are not willing to call out the distant 
historical past for its perpetuation of social inequality, then how will we 
ever be able to call out our neighbors and ourselves? Our past must be in-
tersectional before our future can ever be—not just because our future de-
pends on our past, but because if we are unwilling to give representation to 
the marginalized in our histories of the far-removed past, then we are cer-
tainly not able to undertake the systematic changes to our culture, infra-
structures, and systems necessary to produce a livable reality for oppressed 
identities in the immediate present.
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